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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation offers a new literary history of the tradition of the “sister arts” in 
England during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. While previous scholarship 
has explored how canonical male poets conceived of their poetry in relation to painting, 
this project demonstrates that female poets also engaged in various forms of literary 
pictorialism. By attending to the work of these women writers alongside their male 
contemporaries, we gain a richer and more complex understanding of how poets 
evaluated the boundaries between verbal expression and visual composition. In line with 
my aim to offer a more nuanced historical account of the sister arts by including the 
contributions of women writers, I also examine the gendered conventions of this 
tradition. 
In my first chapter, I contend that poetry written by Anne Killigrew and Anne 
Finch calls into question common critical assumptions about the power dynamics of 
ekphrasis (the verbal description of visual art). The second chapter explores how Anna 
Barbauld, Anna Seward, and Amelia Opie respond to the influential model for verse 
epistles on the sister arts established by John Dryden and Alexander Pope, which assumes 
that poets and artists are male while the muses and objects of representation are female. 
  vii 
In the third chapter, I argue that concepts derived from visual art animate the elegiac 
practices of Thomas Gray and Anna Seward, as they explore how acts of gazing can 
manifest same-sex desire. My final chapter shows how the concept of fancy, represented 
either as a mental creative process contrasted with imagination or as a personified female 
figure, comes to be associated with both visual power and femininity. I trace this poetics 
of fancy from essays by John Locke and Joseph Addison to Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard, the 
odes of William Collins, the sonnets of Charlotte Smith, and Visions of the Daughters of 
Albion by William Blake. The qualities that lead some writers to denigrate fancy—its 
association with femininity rather than masculinity, dreams rather than reality, and 
temptation or liberation rather than constraint—are precisely the same qualities that lead 
the major pictorial poets to seek to internalize it.  
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Introduction 
 
Overview  
My dissertation offers a new literary history of the “sister arts” in eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-century England by placing a special emphasis on the contributions of 
female poets and showing how poets represent the competition between verbal 
expression and visual composition in terms of gender, sexuality, and desire. The 
relationship between poetry and painting has traditionally been figured as a kind of 
kinship, with the two arts metaphorically described as “sisters.”1 This artistic rivalry, 
simultaneously competitive and companionable, gained particular momentum during the 
Renaissance, when writers seized on a phrase from Horace—“ut pictura poesis” or “as a 
painting, so a poem.” By the eighteenth century, “ut pictura poesis” had become a 
doctrine for many writers who embraced the influence of visual art on poetry, including 
John Dryden, Alexander Pope, James Thomson, William Collins, and Thomas Gray, as 
Jean Hagstrum has famously demonstrated.2 In the fifty-seven years since Hagstrum’s 
study, scholarship has continued to focus almost exclusively on male poets and has not 
yet addressed the complex ways that the two arts are gendered in this discourse. My 
project demonstrates that such female poets as Anne Killigrew, Anne Finch, Anna 
                                                
1 The “sister arts” are considered to be poetry, painting, and music, but sometimes include other 
categories (such as sculpture, architecture, or gardening). As Jean Hagstrum explains in his foundational 
text on the subject, poetry and painting “are the two arts that have most commonly been called ‘sisters’”; 
see The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from Dryden to Gray 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), xiii. 
2 Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts.  
  
2 
Barbauld, Anna Seward, Charlotte Smith, and Amelia Opie also contributed 
meaningfully to the tradition of literary pictorialism.  
Within the discourse of the sister arts, painting, the body, the female, the beautiful, 
and the passive art object are constantly contrasted with poetry, the mind, the male, the 
sublime, and the active gazer. In addition, painting is often associated with Catholicism 
and superstition, and poetry with Protestantism and rationality. Examining a range of 
philosophical and poetic texts, I trace how a dominant aesthetic binary in the period 
designates poetry as masculine and superior and painting as feminine and inferior. This 
gendering of the arts obviously presented a problem for female poets who wanted to 
claim the “masculine” art of poetry, but it also raised an issue for male poets who wanted 
to incorporate “feminine,” painterly qualities into their verse. Each of my chapters 
analyzes the strategies devised by poets as they find new ways to position themselves in 
relation to the sexually charged concept of the sister arts. As a whole, my dissertation 
thus contributes to three interdisciplinary areas of research: literary history of eighteenth-
century English poetry, the relationship between literature and visual art, and feminist 
criticism and gender studies. 
 
Why the eighteenth century? 
Although writers from each period of English literature explore the relationship 
between the arts in their own ways, writers of the long eighteenth century are influenced 
by a culture in which the relationship between image and text is particularly fraught. In 
Breaking and Remaking, Ronald Paulson asserts that the iconoclastic desire to destroy 
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religious images underlies the development of British aesthetics in both poetry and 
painting throughout the period.3 By striving to create art within an iconoclastic culture, 
poets might either surrender to the destructive impulse against images, or, on the other 
hand, seek to preserve or reconstitute them. Paulson illustrates this difference through the 
examples of Swift and Pope: while Swift presents art as an “affectation, however well 
intended, which amounts to idolatry,” Pope defends the power of art. For Swift, the 
“primary idol is woman” and, with the scene of Celia applying cosmetics, “Swift breaks 
the idol woman—into teeth, eyes, nose, bits and pieces of flesh, and cosmetics—in order 
to disperse the totalizing quality, disturb the unity.” In contrast, when Pope describes 
Belinda at her toilette, her cosmetic practice only enhances her inherent beauty.4 Though 
Paulson’s focus is not on gender, these examples, which are meant to illustrate how 
different poets contend with an iconoclastic culture, also ultimately reveal how this 
aesthetic contest between word and image or nature and art is often projected onto the 
female body.  
In addition to the powerful influence of a religious and political history fixated on the 
danger of images as idols, eighteenth-century England also witnessed the proliferation of 
printed reproductions of art, and thus, the rise of its own “visual culture.”5 Art historians 
have demonstrated how visual culture can be “central to the life of the society,” a phrase 
                                                
3 Ronald Paulson, Breaking and Remaking: Aesthetic Practice in England, 1700-1820 (New 
Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1989). 
4 Paulson, Breaking and Remaking, 24. 
5 Svetlana Alpers attributes the term “visual culture” to Michael Baxandall. In Painting and 
Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), Baxandall 
demonstrates how “the style of pictures is a proper material of social history” and “social facts . . . lead to 
the development of distinctive visual skills and habits: and these visual skills and habits become 
identifiable elements in the painter’s style” (“Preface to the First Edition,” n.p.). 
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Svetlana Alpers uses for Holland’s visual culture, which she defines as “an art of 
describing.”6 For eighteenth-century British writers, visual culture was similarly 
“central.” A focus on visual perception permeates the period’s foundational concepts. In 
An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), John Locke figures ideas as 
paintings on the blank canvas of the mind when he asks, “Let us then suppose the mind to 
be, as we say, white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas:--How comes it to be 
furnished? Whence comes it by that vast store which the busy and boundless fancy of 
man has painted on it with an almost endless variety?”7 Joseph Addison unites this 
emphasis on the importance of visual perception with the production of pleasures in the 
imagination in The Spectator: “Our Sight is the most perfect and most delightful of all 
our Senses . . . It is by this Sense which furnishes the Imagination with its Ideas; so that 
by the Pleasures of the Imagination or Fancy (which I shall use promiscuously) I here 
mean such as arise from visible Objects, either when we have them actually in our view, 
or when we call up their Ideas into our Minds by Paintings, Statues, Descriptions, or any 
the like Occasion.”8 For eighteenth-century writers, consciousness and imagination 
depend on visual perception and are explained in the terms of art production and aesthetic 
appreciation.  
Previous scholarship has established that the suddenly widespread availability of 
reproductions of art to the middle classes powerfully influenced eighteenth-century 
                                                
6 Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1983), xxv. 
7 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Alexander Campbell Fraser. 2 
vols. (New York: Dover, 1959), 2:121-122. 
8 Joseph Addison, No. 411, The Spectator, ed. Donald F. Bond, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1965), 536. 
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literary culture.9 “The eighteenth century,” according to Hagstrum, “saw the culmination 
of the literary man’s increasing sophistication in the visual arts. In no previous age did 
writers to the same extent see and understand paintings, possess such considerable 
collections of prints and engravings, and read so widely in the criticism and theory of the 
graphic arts.”10 While Hagstrum focused solely on “the literary man’s” engagement with 
visual art, this dissertation seeks to include the literary woman’s perspective as well. As I 
discuss in the first chapter, eighteenth-century women actually had an advantage when it 
came to considering the relationship between the arts, as they were often educated in 
drawing, while men were not. Many of the female poets featured in this project write 
verses about their own drawings and paintings, thus offering a first-hand account of the 
similarities and differences between the arts based in practice rather than theory.  
Lawrence Lipking suggests that eighteenth-century writers conceive of poetry 
primarily in relation to pictures and judge poetry’s success on its ability to create images 
in the minds of readers.11 For Lipking, writing in 1983, this pictorial focus made 
eighteenth-century poetry seem less accessible to students, who he describes as living in a 
culture in which “the verbal . . . dominates the visual.”12 In 2016, however, we live in an 
increasingly visual culture, a fact to which literary scholarship is attuned, as shown by the 
burgeoning fields of film and media studies, performance studies, and visual culture 
studies. Many students are now trained to apply a critical eye to graphic novels, films, 
                                                
9 See Richard Altick, Paintings from Books: Art and Literature in Britain, 1760-1900 (Columbus: 
Ohio State University, 1985). 
10 Hagstrum, The Sister Arts, 130. 
11 Lawrence Lipking: “Quick Poetic Eyes: Another Look at Literary Pictorialism” in Articulate 
Images: The Sister Arts from Hogarth to Tennyson, ed. Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1983).  
12 Lipking, “Quick Poetic Eyes,” 6. 
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and television; as a result of this visual analysis, they may find the pictorial poetry of the 
eighteenth century more accessible than did students of the past.  
For me, the eighteenth century marks a particularly important time in the history of 
the sister arts because it features the moment when female poets enter this conversation in 
full force. In the dedicatory epistle for Oroonoko (1688), Aphra Behn writes, “A poet is a 
painter in his way; he draws to the life, but in another kind; we draw the nobler part, the 
Soul and Mind; the pictures of the pen shall out-last those of the pencil, and even Worlds 
themselves.” From the late 1680s with Behn, Killigrew, and Finch to Barbauld and 
Seward in the 1770s and 1780s and Smith, Hemans, and Opie in the early 1800s, female 
poets throughout the long eighteenth century think deeply about the role, capacity, and 
status of literature in relation to visual art.  
As they seek to position themselves within the tradition of the sister arts, these poets 
must confront the commonly derogatory association of the pictorial with femininity by 
male writers. From comparing the sisterly muses to sisterly friendships to drawing on her 
first-hand experience with visual art, each of these poets ultimately finds ways to 
reconstitute the feminization of the visual into an advantage. Killigrew, Barbauld, and 
Smith all describe their own paintings and drawings in verse, while alluding to the 
language of Dryden and Pope in order to demonstrate their participation in the 
conversation. Writing a century apart, Finch and Opie both seek mythological precedents 
for women in the arts. By imagining Arachne and the Maid of Corinth as the originators 
of visual art, Finch and Opie construct a feminine history for the development of visual 
art that insists on female creative genius. These women writers participate in all of the 
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major literary genres and themes of the sister arts: they write ekphrases, address verse 
epistles to painters, describe landscapes in pictorial terms, craft aesthetic comparisons 
between poetry and painting, and appeal to the fancy for pictorial inspiration. 
Collectively, they demonstrate women’s active and robust engagement with the tradition 
of the sister arts. Individually, each poet offers her own unique vision for the influential 
bond between literature and visual art.  
 
Methodology 
In Iconology, W. J. T. Mitchell demonstrates how “the notion of imagery serves as a 
kind of relay connecting theories of art, language, and the mind with conceptions of 
social, cultural, and political value.”13 He traces the way that ideology surrounding visual 
and verbal representation shifts over time. By analyzing how the association of painting 
with “natural” signs and poetry with “conventional” ones can be framed to support either 
art—Leonardi da Vinci champions painting because it more closely resembles nature, 
whereas Percy Shelley privileges poetry because it is unnatural and relates more directly 
to thoughts—Mitchell reveals that changing social and political ideologies always 
underlie the figuring of the competition between poetry and painting. Similarly, Michael 
Baxandall recommends an awareness that “what one offers in a description is a 
representation of thinking about a picture more than a representation of a picture.”14 Ann 
Bermingham, however, takes issue with Baxandall’s Patterns of Imitation for ignoring 
                                                
13 W. J. T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1986), 2. 
14 Michael Baxandall, Patterns of Intention: On the Historical Explanation of Pictures (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), 5. 
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“the presence in the work of art of signs of class and other forms of social difference 
(gender, race, sexuality).”15 Thus, while Mitchell and Baxandall provide important 
models for recognizing that cultural ideologies are always at play within descriptions of 
images, I also apply the lens of feminist criticism and gender studies to the tradition of 
the sister arts in order to bring into view the gendered conventions that both male and 
female poets must confront. 
Though the goal of attending to the previously unrecognized contributions of women 
writers is a revisionary one, my aim has not been to create a new and entirely separate 
feminine tradition. Since the recovery of women’s writing and the drive to establish its 
place in the literary canon, feminist critics have sometimes felt the need to emphasize the 
difference between women’s and men’s writing and to trace a separate and parallel 
female literary tradition.16 As Paula Backscheider points out, however, “the truth is that 
women poets of this period are in dialogue with other women (friends and poets), with 
their contemporaneous male writers, and, like all writers, with the poetry they have 
inherited and are reading - especially the best-known and most respected.”17 
Backscheider’s methodology for literary histories has provided a helpful model for my 
project, as I seek to show how these female poets respond to their contemporaries and 
                                                
15 Ann Bermingham, Review of Michael Baxandall’s Patterns of Intention, Criticism 30, no. 1 
(Winter 1988): 119-124; quotation is on 121. In her own work, Bermingham traces the changing cultural 
connotation of drawing in regards to both class and gender, from its establishment as a respectable pastime 
of the early-modern gentleman in the seventeenth century to its prominence as a “polite art” for the middle- 
and upper-classes of the eighteenth century and its commercialization and feminization by the nineteenth 
century. See Bermingham, Learning to Draw: Studies in the Cultural History of a Polite and Useful Art 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000). 
16 Anne K. Mellor’s, Romanticism & Gender (New York: Routledge, 1992), for example, both 
establishes the importance of women’s writing and locates it on a separate trajectory than men’s.  
17 Paula R. Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), xvi. 
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predecessors, both male and female.18 When she poses the motivating questions for a 
literary history of eighteenth-century women’s writing, the similarity or dissimilarity 
between men’s and women’s writing is only one of many important aspects:  
[W]here can we discern a woman or women predominating or leading movements 
that significantly modified a poetic form or became an established or temporarily 
important kind of poetry? In what ways, in their own time, were they important 
participants in literary and social movements? Where can we distinguish forms that 
they played a major part in developing and inserting into literary history? What 
themes and special issues did they bring to the fore? . . . In fact, before we ask how a 
woman’s writing is different from men’s, we must determine whether it was indeed 
different, and we must be sure we are not dismissing or condemning it simply 
because it is similar. In what cases have women’s defiance and resistance to male 
monopolistic pretensions to own poetry resulted in revisionary creativity? Which 
destabilizing and adaptive strategies are most effective in expressing women’s 
experiences? Which are strikingly artful?19  
 
Although I would categorize this project as a feminist literary history, I would not 
measure the value of these female poets by how much their work obviously departs from 
the traditions typically associated with men. After all, while Anne Finch clearly and 
consciously protests against “male monopolistic pretensions to own poetry,” Anna 
Seward, by contrast, often avoids any such explicitly gendered defiance and tends to 
valorize the models of earlier male poets (a difference that may help to explain why 
                                                
18 For other important scholarship that has influenced my treatment of these women writers as 
active participants in the literary tradition, politics, and marketplace of their time, see Carol Barash, English 
Women’s Poetry, 1649-1714 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); Paula McDowell, The Women of 
Grub Street: Press, Politics, and Gender in the London Literary Marketplace 1678-1730 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998); Betty Schellenberg, The Professionalization of Women Writers in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Susan Staves, A Literary 
History of Women’s Writing in Britain, 1660-1789 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); 
Chantel Lavoie, Collecting Women: Poetry and Lives, 1700-1780 (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 
2009); and Elizabeth Eger, Bluestockings: Women of Reason from Enlightenment to Romanticism (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
19 Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets, 15. 
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Finch has received much more attention from feminist critics than Seward).20 Despite 
their differing engagement with gender politics, both women offer important 
contributions to the discussion of the sister arts, and both find their own “adaptive 
strategies” in order to “express women’s experiences” with art.  
 Because the eighteenth century witnesses the simultaneous rise in cultural prestige 
of female poets and visual art, I would suggest that the literary discourse about the sister 
arts reflects the gendered tensions and conventions of both of these major shifts. In The 
Contours of Masculine Desire: Romanticism and the Rise of Women’s Poetry, Marlon 
Ross argues that Romantic ideology figures poetic work as masculine in reaction to the 
feminizing of culture during the late eighteenth century and the rise of female poets.21 
“By the end of the century,” as Backscheider establishes, “women were major producers, 
consumers, and performers of poetry.”22 At the same time, poets witnessed the growing 
stature of visual art—marked by the foundation of the Royal Academy of Arts under the 
stewardship of Joshua Reynolds—and their confidence in the superiority of poetry 
declined as a result. The fact that visual art had often been feminized and poetry 
masculinized within the contest of the sister arts only further complicates the gendered 
terms of this artistic contest.   
When it comes to periodization, scholarship often draws a sharp distinction between 
eighteenth-century pictorial poetry and “anti-pictorial” Romantic poetry. Lipking argues 
                                                
20 For an overview of how Seward’s work has been systematically undermined from the time of 
her death, even by some feminist studies today, see Claudia Thomas Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of 
the Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), 30. 
21 Marlon B. Ross, The Contours of Masculine Desire: Romanticism and the Rise of Women’s 
Poetry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989). 
22 Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets, 14. 
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for a change from a conception of poetry in relation to pictures to a definition of poetry in 
relation to music, M. H. Abrams has influentially traced a major shift from the 
neoclassical ideal of art as an imitative mirror (in which art reflects nature) to a Romantic 
lamp (in which the poet’s mind shines out onto the world), and W. J. T. Mitchell has 
placed most of the Romantic poets (with the exception of Blake) in a firmly 
“antipictorialist position.”23 After all, Romantic poets were not presenting themselves in 
fierce competition with painters, as many of their eighteenth-century predecessors were. 
Despite this move away from explicit artistic contests, Romantic poetry still features 
many moments of connection with an eighteenth-century pictorialism that have been 
understudied. As Morris Eaves explains, in British literary history,  
‘neoclassic’ is conventionally treated as the opposite of ‘Romantic’ and calls to mind 
Dryden and Pope, not Wordsworth. And yet one only has to name the Elgin 
(Parthenon) marbles for which painter Benjamin Haydon lobbied so intensely, 
Keatsian Grecian urns, Shelleyan Grecophilia, and Byron’s sponsorship of Dryden 
and Pope to see that the mutual infiltration of visual and literary neoclassicism is one 
of the most tantalizing, least exhausted sister-art topics in all of British 
Romanticism.24 
 
Though I focus on such female Romantic figures as Anna Barbauld, Charlotte Smith, and 
Amelia Opie, I demonstrate that they are very much aware of and engaged in a tradition 
that reaches back to Dryden and Pope. Rather than identifying a sharp divide between the 
eighteenth century and Romanticism, then, I find points of continuity, particularly with 
regard to literary pictorialism.   
                                                
23 Lipking, “Quick Poetic Eyes”; M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and 
the Critical Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1953); W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), 114.  
24 Morris Eaves, “The sister arts in British Romanticism,” in The Cambridge Companion to British 
Romanticism, ed. Stuart Curran, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 248. Cambridge 
Companions Online. 
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Chapter Outline 
In my first chapter, I argue that the poetry of Anne Killigrew and Anne Finch 
calls into question common critical assumptions about the power dynamics of ekphrasis 
(the poetic description of visual art). While previous scholarship has often described 
ekphrasis as the process of a male speaker rendering a female subject into a beautiful art 
object, I demonstrate that ekphrastic poetry written by women destabilizes this binary. 
When Killigrew describes scenes from her own paintings, which include Salome’s 
delighted and gruesome address to John the Baptist’s decapitated head, or the discourse 
of a pair of empowered and self-reliant nymphs, she defies the expectation that female 
figures will be silent and victimized within ekphrastic encounters. A contemporary of 
Killigrew at the court of Mary of Modena during the 1680s, Anne Finch also writes 
ekphrastic poetry that protests the exclusion of women from the arts. By humorously 
challenging an inept painter, graciously imagining a statue of her friend’s daughter, or 
boldly narrating her verbal understanding of a scene depicted by Raphael, Finch 
repeatedly affirms the power of a female speaker and insists that female subjects cannot 
be adequately represented by art objects.  
My second chapter traces how the amicable genre of the verse epistle, in which 
poets address painters, merges two related traditions: the competition between the sister 
arts and the discourse of same-sex friendship. John Dryden’s “To Sir Godfrey Kneller” 
(1694) and Alexander Pope’s “Epistle to Mr. Jervas with Dryden’s Translation of 
Fresnoy’s Art of Painting” (1716) establish an influential rhetorical pattern that was 
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imitated by a range of poets. For female poets, such as Anna Barbauld, Anna Seward, and 
Amelia Opie, however, the model established by Dryden and Pope presents a particular 
challenge because it assumes that the poets and artists are male, while the muses and 
objects of representation are female. By consciously adapting language from Dryden and 
Pope, Barbauld signals her revision of the gendered conventions of this tradition. In her 
epistle, Barbauld replaces the sexualized dynamic between the male poet and female 
muse with the inspirational bond achieved through female friendship, establishes a claim 
to talent in both poetry and visual art, and encodes a subtext of protest against the typical 
relegation of women to the positions of objects rather than artists. Seward, in response to 
William Hayley’s elevation of history painting over portraiture for its sublime and 
nationalistic aesthetic, defends the value of portraiture and celebrates subjective 
emotional responses to visual art. Writing at the close of the century, Opie re-tells the 
story of the maid of Corinth, whose masterful artistic practice combines an aesthetic and 
erotic gaze, serves both private desire and public needs, and provides a female history of 
the origins and development of visual art. 
In the third chapter I contend that Anna Seward calls upon a pictorial tradition—
represented for her by the poetry of Alexander Pope and Thomas Gray—in order to 
express same-sex desire in her elegies for Honora Sneyd. Writing about her relationship 
to various art objects—including a paper silhouette, twin miniature portraits, and a 
mezzotint—Seward explores how the act of gazing can manifest desire. Even more 
powerful than painted portraits, Seward suggests, the “embosom’d image” constitutes a 
personal and multifaceted representation of the beloved and is imagined as incorporated 
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into the body of the mourner. In addition to her treatment of portraiture, Seward also 
explores the artistic genre of landscape in relation to mourning. By returning to and 
depicting the scenes of their childhoods—Eton College for Gray and Lichfield for 
Seward—these poets explore how acts of seeing can register loss when familiar 
landscapes are marked by the absence of the beloved figure. While for Gray the visual 
details of the landscape ultimately offer no recompense, for Seward the familiar 
landscape is imbued with the spirit of the deceased. Building on previous scholarship 
focused on these poets’ expressions of same-sex desire, I suggest that concepts derived 
from visual art animate the elegiac practices of Gray and Seward. 
 My final chapter maps how the concept of fancy, represented either as a mental 
creative process contrasted with imagination or as a personified female figure, comes to 
be associated with both visual power and femininity over the course of the long 
eighteenth century. I trace this evolving poetics of fancy from essays by John Locke and 
Joseph Addison to Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard, the odes of William Collins, the sonnets of 
Charlotte Smith, and the Visions of the Daughters of Albion by William Blake. As 
exemplified in Addison’s essays in The Spectator, poetry was often presented as a 
picture-making process during the period. In order to access this picture-making power, 
poets frequently invoke fancy, which merges femininity with expansive and liberated 
vision. The qualities that lead such formidable figures as Dryden and Locke to denigrate 
fancy—its association with femininity rather than masculinity, dreams rather than reality, 
and temptation or liberation rather than constraint—are precisely the qualities that lead 
the major pictorial poets to seek to internalize it.
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Chapter One 
“To Vindicate her Beauty’s Cause”: Ekphrasis in the Poetry of Anne Killigrew and 
Anne Finch 
 
Introduction 
 In both eighteenth-century practice and twentieth-century analysis, ekphrasis 
represents a tension between poetry and visual art that is often gendered. As James 
Heffernan explains, “the contest [ekphrasis] stages is often powerfully gendered: the 
expression of a duel between male and female gazes, the voice of male speech striving to 
control a female image that is both alluring and threatening, of male narrative striving to 
overcome the fixating impact of beauty poised in space.”1 Similarly, W. J. T. Mitchell 
describes “female otherness” as “an overdetermined feature in a genre that tends to 
describe an object of visual pleasure and fascination from a masculine perspective, often 
to an audience understood to be masculine as well.”2 Major studies of ekphrasis by such 
authors as Murray Krieger, Grant Scott, John Hollander, and Janice Hewlett Koelb, 
among others, have generally focused on male poets.3 This body of scholarship raises the 
question: how do female poets interact with a tradition that stages the contest between 
visual and verbal expression as a gendered tension? More importantly, if our model of 
                                                
1 James Heffernan, Museum of Words: The Poetics of Ekphrasis from Homer to Ashbery (Chicago: 
Univ. of Chicago, 1993), 1.  
2 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation (Chicago: Univ. 
of Chicago, 1994), especially chapter 5, “Ekphrasis and Other,” 151-82; the quotation is on 168. 
3 See Murray Krieger, Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natural Sign (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1992); Heffernan, Museum of Words; Grant F. Scott, The Sculpted Word: Keats, 
Ekphrasis, and the Visual Arts (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1994); John Hollander, The 
Gazer’s Spirit: Poems Speaking to Silent Works of Art (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995); 
Janice Hewlett Koelb, The Poetics of Description: Imagined Places in European Literature (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); and Stephen Cheeke, Writing for Art: the Aesthetics of Ekphrasis (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2008). 
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ekphrasis and its gendered dynamic is based only on male poets, how might we need to 
re-define that model when we take into account ekphrases written by women? 
When critics have considered women within this tradition, they have repeatedly 
defined a woman’s place as that of a disempowered victim of rape. Katy Aisenberg, for 
example, argues that ekphrasis is a “rape” of the “silent, wordless power of the Other,” or 
the usually feminized “image/object,” committed by “a male poet.”4 Even when James 
Heffernan, one of the most important writers on ekphrasis, attempts to find a place for 
female empowerment within ekphrasis, he can only attribute it to victimized female 
characters imagined by male authors.5 This model, which defines the female ekphrastic 
voice though sexual violation, fails to account for the variety and complexity of 
ekphrastic articulations that we find when we read women’s poetry. In response to 
Heffernan’s genealogy of feminine ekphrasis—in which “violated women speak in and 
through pictures of violation”—I offer a tradition of ekphrasis by women writers in 
which women claim positions of power in both verbal utterance and visual 
representation.6  
This chapter focuses on the ekphrases of Anne Killigrew and Anne Finch, two of 
several women writers who contributed meaningfully to the tradition of literary 
pictorialism in ways that have largely remained undiscussed.7 In practice, Killigrew 
                                                
4 Katy Aisenberg, Ravishing Images: Ekphrasis in the Poetry and Prose of William Wordsworth, 
W. H. Auden and Philip Larkin (New York: Peter Lang, 1995), 25. 
5 Heffernan, “Weaving Rape: Ekphrastic Metamorphoses of the Philomela Myth from Ovid to 
Shakespeare,” Museum of Words. 
6 Heffernan, Museum of Words, 89. 
7 Scholars have recently found ekphrasis in the early modern poetry of Lucy Hutchinson; see 
Elizabeth Scott Baumann, Forms of Engagement: Women, Poetry, and Culture 1640-1680 (Oxford: Oxford 
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demonstrates her ability to claim both visual control in her paintings and verbal authority 
in her poems about those same paintings. More importantly, by giving voice to the female 
figures from her paintings and emphasizing their boldness and power, Killigrew’s 
ekphrastic practice allows us to challenge the typical formulation of female figures as 
only occupying the positions of victims in this tradition. Finch also rejects the aesthetic 
binary that relegates women to the position of objects rather than speakers, censures those 
who would deny women’s participation in the arts, and proves that women can claim 
both verbal authority and visual power. The gender binary that previous critics have 
attributed to the power dynamics of ekphrastic encounters fails to hold up when we read 
ekphrases written by these women writers.  
A recent collection of essays, In the Frame: Women’s Ekphrastic Poetry from 
Marianne Moore to Susan Wheeler, explores how twentieth-century American female 
poets grapple with the gendered conventions of ekphrasis.8 In her essay “Toward a 
Theory of Ekphrasis: The Female Tradition,” Joanne Feit Diehl demonstrates how such 
writers as Sylvia Plath, Elizabeth Bishop, and Jorie Graham respond to the “inherited,” 
gendered “legacy” of ekphrasis that “envisions a paradigm in which the viewer is 
identified as male and the object of the gaze as female.”9 “To the extent that the woman 
poet can rid herself of the burden of speaking to or for the semiotic ‘other,’” she writes, 
                                                                                                                                            
Univ., 2013), 163 and Pamela Hammons, “Lucy Hutchinson's Polluted Palaces and Ekphrastic Empire,” 
Gender, Sexuality, and Material Objects in English Renaissance Verse (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 165–84. 
8 In the Frame: Women’s Ekphrastic Poetry from Marianne Moore to Susan Wheeler, eds. Jane 
Hedley, Nick Halpern, and William Spiegelman (Newark: Univ. of Delaware, 2009). On the subject of 
twentieth-century American women writers’ ekphrasis, see also Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux, Twentieth-
Century Poetry and the Visual Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ., 2008) and Lisa Marie Rhody, 
“Ekphrastic Revisions: Verbal-Visual Networks in 20th Century Poetry by Women” (unpublished PhD 
diss., Univ. of Maryland, 2012). 
9 Joanne Feit Diehl, “Toward a Theory of Ekphrasis: The Female Tradition” in In the Frame, 43. 
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“a female-gendered ekphrasis acquires its own trajectory.”10 With the important exception 
of In the Frame, however, scholarship has largely overlooked the engagement of women 
poets with the ekphrastic tradition, especially that of eighteenth-century women poets, 
who were writing during the surging popularity of ut pictura poesis.11 By analyzing some 
of Anne Killigrew’s and Anne Finch’s strategies for addressing the gendered paradigm of 
ekphrasis, I hope to demonstrate that eighteenth-century women writers contribute 
meaningfully to a tradition that has been fruitfully explored in scholarship about 
twentieth-century American women writers. Through ekphrasis, Killigrew and Finch 
explore the overlap between gender and aesthetics and mark important points for us to 
map in the “trajectory” of “female-gendered ekphrasis.”  
 
Female community and artistic talent in the early eighteenth century  
In the early eighteenth century, boarding schools for girls taught “English, 
arithmetic, needle work, bookkeeping, and natural history for a flat fee of between forty 
and two hundred guineas a year, and for between ten and fifty guineas more a girl could 
be taught extras such as French, drawing, music, dancing, and writing”; by the end of the 
                                                
10 Diehl, “Toward a Theory of Ekphrasis,” 53. 
11 A phrase taken out of context from Horace’s The Art of Poetry, “ut pictura poesis,” or “as a 
painting, so a poem,” gained popularity during the Renaissance, as writers explored the parallels and 
differences between the rival arts. By the eighteenth-century, “ut pictura poesis” had become an influential 
guiding principle for many writers. See David Marshall, “Literature and Other Arts” in The Cambridge 
History of Literary Criticism, ed. H. B. Nisbet and Claude Rawson, vol. 4 (New York: Cambridge Univ., 
1997), 681-699. Jean Hagstrum’s The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English 
Poetry from Dryden to Gray (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago, 1958) offers an important literary history of John 
Dryden, Alexander Pope, James Thompson, William Collins, and Thomas Gray, arguing that these poets 
“accepted as axiomatic the doctrine of ut pictura poesis” (134). In the fifty-seven years since the 
appearance of Hagstrum’s foundational text, eighteenth-century women writers’ contribution to literary 
pictorialism and ut pictura poesis has still not yet been fully explored. 
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century, however, these extras, including drawing, “had become part of the regular 
curriculum” replacing subjects like bookkeeping.12 It was during the eighteenth century 
that learning to draw and paint became a common staple of female education, as well as a 
sign of female accomplishment. Many educated women writers, then, directly 
experienced both arts and could write pictorial poetry from their first-hand knowledge of 
visual composition. Their education in visual art made female poets supremely qualified 
to evaluate the strengths and limits of both verbal and visual expression, as Anne 
Killigrew’s poetry demonstrates.  
When Killigrew and Finch proclaim female talent in both painting and poetry, 
they are doubtless drawing on their own experiences with amateur art, but they were 
probably also inspired by their accomplished contemporary Mary Beale, a professional 
portrait painter. Befriended and advised by Sir Peter Lely, the court painter to Charles II, 
Beale established her reputation as a professional painter during the 1670s in London.13 
Mary Beale founded her own studio with the assistance of her husband, Charles Beale, 
who acted as her studio manager. By painting portraits of many aristocratic figures, Beale 
supported her family financially through commissions for her artwork.14 In a self-portrait 
from 1675 she proudly represents herself as an artist, holding a painter’s palette (figure 
1.1). With her well-known accomplishments as a painter, Beale would have exemplified 
                                                
12 Ann Bermingham, Learning to Draw: Studies in the Cultural History of a Polite and Useful Art 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 189. 
13 On Beale’s relationship with Lely, see Christopher Reeve, “Beale , Mary (bap. 1633, d.1699)” 
in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, eds. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 
2004). Online edition, ed. Lawrence Goldman, October 2008. According to Reeve, Lely visited her studio 
around 1672 and complimented her work and “later he allowed her to study his own painting techniques, 
and she was able to build up a lucrative trade from making replicas of his portraits.” 
14 Christopher Reeve, “Beale , Mary (bap. 1633, d.1699),” Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography. 
  
20 
female artistic talent to Killigrew and Finch, who would have participated in the same 
environment of artistic exchange at the Restoration court.  
In addition to being a painter, Beale was also a writer; her manuscript, 
“Observations by MB, is the first known text in English about the act of painting written 
by a female artist and one of the earliest pieces of instructive writing by any female 
painter,” according to Helen Draper.15 In addition to this instructional text on painting, 
Beale also authored a “Letter on Friendship” in which she claimed that men and women 
could achieve equality through friendship.16 Samuel Woodford published several psalms 
written by Beale in A paraphrase upon the Psalms of David (1667), and Draper suggests 
that Beale might have intentionally participated in this volume as part of her strategy for 
“fashioning” a “public reputation that would simultaneously attract artistic patrons, and 
deflect accusations of impropriety.”17 In his preface to the text, Woodford describes Beale 
as 
that absolutely complete Gentlewoman, whose leave I very hardly obtained to 
honour this volume of mine with two or three versions, long since done by her, 
the truly vertuous Mrs. Mary Beale, amongst whose least accomplishments it is, 
that she has made Painting  and Poesy which in the Fancies of others had only 
before a kind of likeness, in her own to be really the same.18  
 
Woodford’s praise—that unites Beale’s “truly vertuous” character with her ability to 
unite “Painting and Poesy”—presents one of the major challenges for eighteenth-century 
women participating in the sister arts: the need to balance claiming artistic authority with 
                                                
15 Helen Draper, “‘Her Painting of Apricots’: The Invisibility of Mary Beale,” Forum for Modern 
Language Studies 48, no. 4. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012): 389-405 (389). 
16 Mary Beale, “Letter on Friendship to Elizabeth Tillosten, 9 March 1666, Harleian MS 6828, 
fols. 510-523, British Library. 
17 Draper, “The Invisibility of Mary Beale,” 399. 
18 Samuel Woodford, “Preface” to A paraphrase upon the Psalms of David (London: Printed by R. 
White for Octavian Pullein, 1667). Early English Books Online.  
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maintaining a reputation for virtue and humility. Woodford’s accolade for Beale 
resembles John Dryden’s elegy for Killigrew, which also links her artistic talent to her 
virtue and chastity.  
Though Beale, Killigrew, and Finch were subject to the same social expectations 
for female virtue as all women of their time, they also benefitted from a cultural 
environment that valued female creativity and artistic talent: the court of James Duke of 
York (later King James II) and Mary of Modena. During the early 1680s, both Anne 
Killigrew and Anne Finch (then Anne Kingsmill) lived at court, where they would have 
known each other and would have met some of the major commenters on the sister arts, 
such as the poet John Dryden.19 According to Carol Barash, Mary of Modena fostered a 
sense of female community and “provided a model of women’s patronage of women 
artists, a world where women exchanged various kinds of writing . . . As Duchess of 
York she created a place where women’s education and women’s imagination were taken 
seriously.”20  
One of Killigrew’s few surviving paintings Venus Attired by the Graces may be 
read as a representation of the female community surrounding Mary of Modena at court 
(figure 1.2). The painting depicts three female graces dressing the goddess Venus, a scene 
that offers a suggestive parallel to the ways in which the maids of honor would have 
waited upon Mary Beatrice. The second act of the opera Venus and Adonis (performed in 
                                                
19 From 1681-1684 Finch (then Anne Kingsmill) served as a maid of honor to Mary of Modena; 
see Barbara McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry: A Critical Biography (Athens: The University of 
Georgia Press, 1992), 20-22. In Queen Anne: Patroness of Arts (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014), James A. Winn notes that although she was certainly at residence at court, “Killigrew does not 
appear on any surviving official list” of Mary of Modena’s maids of honor (661 n.107). 
20 Carol Barash, English Women’s Poetry, 1649-1714 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
150. 
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1683 or 1684), whose libretto James Winn has attributed to Anne Finch, features a 
similar scene when the cupids dress Venus.21 In a third example, Aphra Behn represents 
Mary of Modena as Venus in her A Pindarick Poem on the Happy Coronation of His 
most Sacred Majesty James II (1685) and includes a scene in which “the Nymphs ply all 
their Female arts / To dress Her for Her victory of hearts” (230-231). In fact, two of the 
women in Killigrew’s painting resemble portraits of Finch and Killigrew themselves: the 
young kneeling figure appears to be Killigrew and the figure standing behind Venus on 
the right looks like Anne Finch. These painted likenesses, along with the common 
poetical representation of Venus being dressed, as Mary of Modena would have been 
attended by her maids of honor, support the possible reading of this image as an allegory 
for Killigrew’s experience at court.22  
In her Pindarick Poem on the Coronation of James II, before her depiction of the 
nymphs dressing Venus, Behn first compares Mary to Venus at her birth, rising from the 
sea:  
So Venus look’t when from the Seas 
The rising Beauty view’d the world, 
When amorous Waves around the Virgin curl’d; 
And all the wond’ring Gods with awful pleasure gaz’d: 
All sigh with Love! all languish in their flame, 
Yet none his pain presumes to name; 
                                                
21 See James A. Winn, “‘A Versifying Maid of Honour’: Anne Finch and the Libretto for Venus 
and Adonis,” The Review of English Studies 59.238 (2008): 67-85. 
22 Though Barash doesn’t read the graces as representing Killigrew and Finch pictorially, she too 
suggests that this painting “seems to depict court life indirectly” as “both the community and the hierarchy 
among court women are shown.” Barash argues that “Killigrew’s Venus attired by the Graces suggests 
another ideal found in Killigrew’s poetry: in offering their service to the queen, the waiting women become 
part of a material and symbolic community with the queen at its centre”; see Barash, English Women’s 
Poetry, 159. 
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For oh! the God born Maid from mighty Neptune came.23 
 
Behn’s portrayal of Mary as Venus presents her as gazing out at “the world” while, 
simultaneously, “all the wond’ring Gods with awful pleasure gaz’d” back at her. Though 
Venus’s status as a “God born Maid,” like Mary’s as the wife of James, protects her from 
verbal or physical advances from the male gods, she is still subject to their desiring gazes. 
By representing Mary as Venus in her composition, Killigrew must also decide how to 
represent Mary’s accessibility to the viewer’s gaze, a gaze that has been coded as male by 
a tradition of paintings that pose Venus’s nude body fully on display in an intentional 
invitation to masculinized viewing pleasure.  
Timothy Erwin’s essay, “Alexander Pope and the Disappearance of the 
Beautiful,” points to some of the various iterations of Venus, Adorned by the Graces: the 
original painting by Annibale Carracci (c.1595) (figure 1.3), an imitation by Francesco 
Albani (c.1621) (figure 1.4), and an engraving of Albani’s image by Etienne Baudet as 
Toilette of Venus (1672) (figure 1.5). Angelina Kauffman later offered her own version of 
the scene, as we can see in an engraving of “Venus Attired by the Graces” (1784) (figure 
1.6). Erwin acknowledges Killigrew’s painting within this genealogy, but he says that 
Killigrew’s is “a copy after Albani made at the court of James II.”24 A review of these 
various paintings and engravings, however, reveals that Killigrew’s interpretation is 
certainly not a mere “copy.” Instead, Killigrew has consciously altered many of the 
                                                
23 Aphra Behn, A Pindarick Poem on the Happy Coronation of His most Sacred Majesty James II 
(London: Printed by J. Playford for Henry Playford, 1685) in vol. 1 of The Works of Aphra Behn, ed. Janet 
Todd (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1992), ll 223-229. 
24 Timothy Erwin, “Alexander Pope and the Disappearance of the Beautiful” in So Rich a 
Tapestry: The Sister Arts and Cultural Studies, ed. Ann Hurley and Kate Greenspan (Lewisburg: Bucknell 
University Press, 1995), 91. Erwin’s essay reads the frontispiece to Pope’s 1714 The Rape of the Lock as a 
parody of Carracci’s image. 
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elements of Carracci’s and Albani’s scenes, offering her own rendering of Venus Attired 
by the Graces.  
Killigrew’s most significant change to the image can be seen in her representation 
of Venus’s body: unlike the frontal position and supine body language adopted by 
Carracci and Albani, Killigrew’s Venus turns her back to the viewer (and her 
accompanying graces are clothed). With an elongated back, this Venus appears twisted, 
almost awkwardly, away from us, which may indicate an attempt by Killigrew for a 
mannerist style. Rather than offering her as an unaware, sexualized object displayed for 
the male gaze, then, Killigrew purposely positions her Venus to deny such a viewing. It is 
significant as well that Killigrew removes the mirror from the composition. While 
Carracci’s and Albani’s Venuses narcissistically stare at their own reflections, 
Killigrew’s goddess instead looks toward the youngest Grace kneeling before her, who is 
gesturing with her right hand backwards toward the approaching satyr. The use of the 
mirror in the Italian paintings represents Venus as unaware; because of her preoccupation 
with her own image, she appears unconscious of the (presumably male) gaze of the 
viewer or anyone else. Killigrew’s Venus, on the other hand, attentive to her Grace’s 
gesturing, looks in the direction of the satyr and therefore demonstrates an awareness of 
being seen. Furthermore, the masculine presence of the satyr, who is hunched over with a 
humbly bowed head, is completely unthreatening to the female community, unlike the 
common depictions of satyrs pursuing female nymphs. By portraying a Venus who is 
resistant to exhibitionism, aware of her surroundings, and attentive to her female 
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companions, Killigrew decisively breaks from the tradition of paintings of Venus in 
which Erwin would situate her as a mere copyist.   
While Carracci and Albani place Venus within Italian baroque settings (with 
columns and copious cherubs), Killigrew’s Venus inhabits a rich landscape colored with 
warm burnt sienna and yellow ochre. This change in scenery enhances the intimacy of the 
scene between the women, while it also exhibits Killigrew’s artistic range (showing that 
she is able to paint landscapes in addition to portraits). Sir Peter Lely’s Portrait of Mary 
of Modena, when Duchess of York (c.1675-1680) (figure 1.7) incorporates a similar 
landscape, though it is viewed from a window at a distance, unlike the landscape that 
dominates Killigrew’s picture. In Lely’s portrait, the colors of Mary’s dress (red-orange 
and gold) resemble those of the dress Venus is preparing to don in Killigrew’s painting. 
The appearance of the lamb in both paintings—under Mary’s hand in Lely’s and as a 
statue in the fountain in Killigrew’s—offers another minor parallel detail, a common 
pastoral trope, that may add to our cumulative sense that Killigrew seeks to represent 
Mary of Modena in her painting of Venus.  
Killigrew’s painting celebrates female community, exhibits her artistic talent and 
originality, and revises a tradition of paintings that represent these female figures as 
sexualized, unaware objects for masculine viewing pleasure. Killigrew’s ekphrastic 
poetry continues to challenge the assumption that the only place for women is as 
powerless and objectified figures. Killigrew’s work, I argue, proves that women can 
occupy the positions of creators and speakers within a tradition that tends to assume their 
place as victims and objects.  
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“Beauty alone could beauty take so right”: Anne Killigrew’s ekphrasis  
An accomplished painter and poet, Anne Killigrew exemplifies dual talent in the 
sister arts. In her self-portrait, Killigrew points with her right hand to the piece of paper 
she holds in her left, a gesture by which she proudly presents herself as a writer. Though 
she lived only until the age of twenty-five, Killigrew demonstrated considerable talent in 
both painting and poetry. Based on “the number of manuscript poems about and in 
imitation of Killigrew,” Barash asserts that Killigrew’s “poems were widely known.”25 
Because her father had her poems published after her death, Killigrew’s poetry has been 
preserved better than her paintings, of which only a few remain today.26 Even though 
many of her paintings are lost or unidentified, we can imagine what they looked like from 
Killigrew’s descriptions of them in her poems. Through these ekphrastic images, 
Killigrew offers a compelling exploration of the boundaries between the arts. And, as a 
practitioner who unifies the two arts, she occupies a powerful position within the artistic 
contest because few of the other poets who commented on the sister arts also practiced 
painting.  
Integral to Killigrew’s legacy, John Dryden’s elegy “To the Pious Memory of the 
Accomplisht Young LADY Mrs Anne Killigrew, Excellent in the two Sister-Arts of 
                                                
25 Barash, English Women’s Poetry, 163. 
26 Although we can see the range of Killigrew’s painted subjects—including several Biblical and 
mythological scenes—from her descriptions of them in her poetry and from the titles listed by George 
Vertue, only a few remain known today: a small self-portrait (engraved as the frontispiece to her 
posthumously published poems), a full-length self-portrait (at Berkeley Castle, Gloucestershire), a portrait 
of James II (Royal Collection at Windsor) and Venus Attired by the Graces (Falmouth Art Gallery 
Collection, Cornwall).  
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Poesie, and Painting” presents Killigrew as a talented practitioner of the sister arts.27 As 
James Winn has argued, Dryden’s ode “draws on all the conflicting feelings an older 
male professional might have toward a younger female amateur, but ultimately addresses 
the larger, more general tension between a Nature associated with women, youth, and 
intuition and an Art associated with men, age, and learned skills.”28 In a tone that 
modulates between praising and patronizing, Dryden ultimately attributes Killigrew’s 
artistic achievement to her feminine virtue. The opening line addresses Killigrew as 
“Thou Youngest Virgin-Daughter of the Skies” (1), and although Dryden does include 
some more complex depictions —such as presenting her as a poetic conqueror invading 
the realm of painting (89-105)—he ultimately links her artistic ability with her chastity 
and physical beauty. When Dryden praises Killigrew’s portrait of Mary of Modena, for 
example, he associates her painterly talent with her own physical beauty: “Beauty alone 
could Beauty take so right” (135).  
Dryden glorifies Killigrew’s work as a symbol for chaste art that can counter what 
he perceives to be the debauched popular poetic production of his time. He reflects on the 
“Prophan’d” (57) state of poetry which has “Made prostitute and profligate the Muse, / 
Debas’d to each obscene and impious use” (58-59). In response to this perceived 
corruption in poetry, Dryden offers Killigrew as a redemptive force: 
Let this thy Vestal, Heav’n, attone for all! 
Her Arethusian Stream remains unsoil’d, 
Unmixt with Forreign Filth, and undefil’d, 
                                                
27 “To the Pious Memory of the Accomplished Young Lady Mrs Anne Killigrew, Excellent in the 
Two Sister Arts of Poesy and Painting. An Ode” in Works of John Dryden, vol. 3: Poems, 1685-1692, ed. 
Earl Miner and Vinton A. Dearing (Berkeley: Univ. of California, 1969). 
28 See James A. Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood”: Love and the Arts in the Age of Dryden 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992), 91. 
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Her Wit was more than Man, her Innocence a Child! 
(67-70) 
 
Through her status as a poetic virgin or “vestal” Killigrew can “attone” for the poetic sins 
of Dryden and his contemporaries. Dryden alludes to the myth of Arethusia, a nymph of 
Artemis who turns into a stream in an attempt to avoid being raped by the river god 
Alpheus, but he insists that Killigrew “remains unsoil’d” and “undefil’d.” Like the 
characterization of women within ekphrasis as disempowered victims by some twentieth-
century critics, Dryden’s seventeenth-century vision of the chaste virgin fails to account 
for the compelling female figures that appear within Killigrew’s ekphrastic poems. 
The Poems by Mrs Anne Killigrew of 1686 offers three ekphrastic poems by 
Killigrew in a sequence: “St. John Baptist Painted by her self in the Wilderness, with 
Angels appearing to him, and with a Lamb by him,” “Herodias Daughter presenting to 
her Mother St. John’s Head in a Charger, also Painted by her self” and “On A Picture 
Painted by her self, representing two Nimphs of Diana’s, one in a Posture to Hunt, the 
other Batheing.” As the titles emphasize, in these poems Killigrew describes images 
“painted by herself” and the first two work together to construct a narrative about St. 
John’s sainthood and death. The speakers of the poems are the figures depicted: St. John, 
Herodias’s Daughter, and Diana’s nymphs. Instead of featuring female figures who are 
raped, silenced, and generally victimized, Killigrew’s ekphrastic poems instead offer an 
extreme counterexample: the masculine St. John is established as the objectified victim 
and the female figures demonstrate unrestricted powers of vision and voice. 
“Herodias Daughter presenting to her Mother St. John’s Head in a Charger, also 
Painted by her self” features the unnamed daughter of Herodias from the Bible, later 
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known as “Salome.” Rather than a silenced, sexualized female victim vulnerable to 
masculine dominance, we find a powerful female figure celebrating her brutal rendering 
of a male figure into a mute object that will be observed and gazed upon by women. With 
her commands to “Behold” and “See” (1, 10) the speaker invites her mother and the 
reader to join her in a violent perusal of the male body that has been put on display, as the 
decapitated head on the charger is described through ekphrasis.  
The speaker celebrates her conversion of St. John from a previously threatening 
figure (“who was late our Fear” [1]) to a “Disarm’d and Harmless” object (2). With his 
“Tongue ty’d up” he has been silenced and his formerly formidable gaze has been 
rendered innocuous (3). The speaker uses the language of love, seduction, and the gaze—
so often employed to objectify female figures in the Petrarchan tradition—in order to 
gloat over her violent victory: 
As Lovers use, he gazes on my Face, 
With Eyes that languish, as they sued for Grace; 
Wholly subdu’d by my Victorious Charms, 
See how his Head reposes in my Arms. 
Come, joyn then with me in my just Transport, 
Who thus have brought the Hermite to the Court. 
(7-12) 
 
The speaker exults in her utter dominance over the male body by comparing the dead 
look of his eyes to the “gaze” of “Lovers.” In death the previously threatening male 
figure has been put into the victimized, ravished position: his dead eyes “languish” and 
are “Wholly subdu’d” by Herodias’s daughter. With her invitation to her mother (and, by 
extension, to us) to join her in a state of “Transport” the speaker emphasizes the power of 
such a viewing experience: that the act of seeing this image enables the viewer to enter 
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into a state of “mental exaltation, rapture, [and] ecstasy.”29   
In the established model for the gendered power dynamics of ekphrasis defined 
primarily by Mitchell and Heffernan, the male speaker struggles to overcome a female 
image that threatens to silence him. By rendering the beautiful and alluring female image 
into words, the male speaker exerts dominance over her. In Killigrew’s poem, the power 
dynamics within the ekphrastic encounter remain much the same: a speaker exerts 
dominance over an objectified figure. The gendering of those positions, however, is 
reversed. Relishing her brutal dominance by visually surveying the literally objectified 
head of St. John, Killigrew’s speaker provides a powerful complication to this critical 
understanding of ekphrasis. Specifically, we cannot map a stable gender binary onto the 
power dynamics of ekphrastic encounters, as previous critics have. Instead, we should 
continue to explore the complicated (and often sexualized) ways that ekphrasis tests the 
boundaries between poetry and painting and speaker and object without portraying the 
role of gender as static or determined.  
While “Herodias Daughter” gives a voice to a female figure characterized by 
violence and sexualized aggression, “On A Picture Painted by her self, representing two 
Nimphs of Diana’s, one in a Posture to Hunt, the other Batheing” instead features female 
speakers who are characterized by innocence and sexual purity. In the opening line they 
introduce themselves: “We are Diana’s Virgin-Train” (1). Killigrew’s diction—referring 
to Diana’s “Virgin-Train”—recalls John Crowne’s masque Calisto, in which the word 
                                                
29 “Transport”; Oxford English Dictionary: 3. “The state of being ‘carried out of oneself’, i.e. out 
of one's normal mental condition; vehement emotion (now usu. of a pleasurable kind); mental exaltation, 
rapture, ecstasy. Also with a and pl., an instance of this, a fit of joy or rage; sometimes transf.an ecstatic 
utterance.” 
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“train” is used throughout to refer to Diana’s nymphs. Calisto was performed in 1675 
when Killigrew was fifteen years old, and it is reasonable to suspect that she may have 
attended the lavish performance.  
Crowne’s Calisto was performed by an all-female cast and featured two future 
queens of England: the princesses Mary and Anne, as well as a variety of aristocratic 
ladies and well-known royal mistresses.30 In the source material for Calisto, a story from 
Ovid, Jupiter rapes and impregnates one of Diana’s nymphs; when translating this 
narrative into a masque, Crowne had to face the potential indecency of having princesses 
enact a story of sexual violation. In his address “To the Reader,” Crowne describes how, 
by choosing this story, he involved himself 
in a difficulty greater than the invention of the Philosophers Stone, that only 
endeavors to extract Gold out of the coursest Metals, but I employed my self to 
draw one contrary out of another; to write a clean, decent, and inoffensive Play, 
on the Story of a Rape, so that I was engaged in this Dilemma, either wholly to 
deviate from my Story, and so my Story would be no Story, or by keeping it, 
write what would be unfit for Princesses and Ladies to speak, and a Court to 
hear.31 
 
Ultimately, he decided to adjust the story. Calisto, played by the princess Mary, has her 
chastity tested and threatened, but never violated. In Killigrew’s poem, the nymphs are 
similarly able to escape or to defend themselves against any threats. Though their motives 
may differ, Crowne and Killigrew both choose to portray resilient, triumphant, and 
unharmed nymphs in contrast to a tradition that expects nymphs to be victimized and 
                                                
30 For an in-depth historical account of the production and its participants, see the first chapter, “A 
Little Star,” of James Winn’s Queen Anne: Patroness of Arts. 
31 John Crowne, Calisto: Or, The Chaste Nimph. The Late Masque at Court. As it was frequently 
Presented there, By several Persons of Great Quality. With the Prologue, and the Songs Betwixt the Acts. 
All Written by J. Crowne (London: Printed by Tho. Newcomb, for James Magnes and Richard Bentley, at 
the Post-Office in Russet-street in Covent-Garden, 1675). 
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defiled.  
Though Crowne adapts Ovid’s story in order to make it more appropriate “for 
Princesses and Ladies to speak, and a Court to hear,” he still writes the scene of Jupiter’s 
attempted seduction of Calisto with remarkable sexual charge and gender fluidity. Lady 
Henrietta Wentworth plays Jupiter, who takes the form of Diana in order to gain access to 
Calisto. This layered representation of gender—a woman playing a man who is playing a 
woman—is, of course, a common feature of Renaissance drama and Restoration 
masques. The attempted seduction enacted by Jupiter disguised as Diana, however, 
features a surprisingly explicit description of sexual desire between women: 
Oh! Princess! it is I that pity need, 
(shall I the secret tell?) your merits breed 
In my last Heart, a strange uncommon flame: 
A kindness I both fear and blush to name; 
Nay, one for which no name I ever knew, 
The Passion is to me so strange, so new! 
(p 20) 
 
This “strange” “Passion” with “no name” represents same-sex female desire in a similar 
manner as Margaret Cavendish’s The Convent of Pleasure (published in 1668), which 
also features a man disguised as a woman who infiltrates an all-female community and 
attempts to seduce the female protagonist.32 Crowne’s use of “Princess!” (rather than 
“nymph”) encourages the audience or reader to conflate Calisto with Mary, a slippage 
that heightens the transgressive nature of the sexuality of the scene. Though Killigrew 
                                                
32 Valerie Traub finds that in The Convent of Pleasure Cavendish’s “representation of female 
homoeroticism revises [earlier writers’] models, pushing them as far as they will go without overstepping 
the bounds of female decorum. Licensed through the artifice of the pastoral, explored through the strategy 
of transvestism, and supported by a sororal community, ʻfeminineʼ homoeroticism appears as part and 
parcel of the pleasures Lady Happy deems a noblewomanʼs natural right” in The Renaissance of 
Lesbianism in Early Modern England (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 180. 
  
33 
does not reproduce the sexually charged relationship between women depicted in Calisto, 
she does maintain the focus on all-female communities and the intimate bonds between 
women.  
 Killigrew’s description of the nymphs hunting resembles Crowne’s, as both poets 
emphasize the speed with which the nymphs dart in and out of sight. In Crowne’s 
masque, Jupiter describes seeing the nymph of his desire, but he explains to Mercury that 
he does not yet know her name because: 
No opportunity I yet have got,  
She swiftly by like some bright Meteor shot 
Dazled my Eye, and streight she disappeard. 
Mer. And whither ran the vanishing Vision still? 
Jup. ---Or to the Woods, or o’re some Hill,  
 To Hunt some Dear, of swifter Roe, 
 Still in her Hand a Dart or Bow: 
 Her Garbe did negligence express; 
 For oh! she had no need of dress: 
 Conceal’d, I oft pursued her, but in vain; 
 For still at last she mixt with chast Diana’s Train. 
       (p 5) 
 
Killigrew’s description of her painted nymphs resembles Crowne’s scene in some of the 
details, but she removes the masculine voyeurism from the scene. Killigrew’s nymphs 
boast: 
We chase the Hinde and Fallow-Deer, 
The Wolf and Boar both dread our Spear; 
In Swiftness we out-strip the Wind, 
An[d] Eye and Thought we leave behind;  
We Fawns and Shaggy Satyrs awe 
To Sylvan Pow’rs we give the Law:  
Whatever does provoke our Hate,  
Our Javelins strike, as sure as Fate. 
(7-14) 
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Both Crowne and Killigrew emphasize the nymphs’ swiftness, but for Crowne the 
nymph’s ability to shoot by like a meteor and disappear serves to heighten Jupiter’s 
desire to pursue her, whereas for Killigrew the nymph’s ability to “out-strip the Wind” in 
“Swiftness” allows her to escape any unwanted prying eyes (to “leave behind” an “Eye 
and Thought”). Both Crowne and Killigrew represent the nymphs armed with weapons to 
hunt deer, but Crowne’s nymphs are scantily clad and unaware of being observed and 
sexually desired, whereas Killigrew’s nymphs are fiercely equipped and fully prepared to 
“strike” anything that “provoke[s]” them.  
Killigrew represents Diana’s nymphs as active, proud, and powerful, a portrayal 
that contrasts with contemporary representations of nymphs as merely sexualized figures. 
In Sir Peter Lely’s painting Nymphs by a Fountain (c. 1650) (figure 1.8), for example, the 
female figures are nude, exposed, and unconscious.33 In a similar manner to the way her 
painting Venus Attired by the Graces represents female consciousness and resists mere 
exhibitionism, Killigrew’s ekphrastic verse here grants commonly objectified female 
figures voice and agency. Through this ekphrasis, the nymphs are granted a “Swiftness” 
of movement that would be impossible in painting alone. With their agile speed, the 
nymphs can “leave behind” an “Eye and Thought.” Unlike other painted figures of 
nymphs who are permanently arrested, often in positions of sexualized display, these 
nymphs can escape the “Eye and Thought” of the viewer at their whim. They can escape 
prying eyes with their swiftness, or they can consciously stupefy male viewers 
                                                
33 Barash notes this painting as “an example of some of the traditions Killigrew was working 
against,” though she refers to the title of the painting as Sleeping Nymphs in English Women Writers, 
159n28. 
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represented by “Fawns” (forest deities) “and Shaggy Satyrs.” If threatened or 
“provoke[d],” the nymphs defend themselves with “Javelins.” By pairing her own 
painting of the nymphs with this poem, Killigrew uses ekphrasis to grant these figures 
control over who sees them. 
The title of the poem describes how one of the nymphs in the painting is “in a 
posture to Hunt” while the other one is “batheing” and the structure of the poem reflects 
these dual states: the first half portrays the nymphs as fierce hunters, while the second 
half portrays them as beautiful bathers. Even when describing the act of bathing, the 
speakers demonstrate awareness of their visual allure and assert control over the viewer’s 
access to them:  
We Bathe in Springs, to cleanse the Soil, 
Contracted by our eager Toil; 
In which we shine like glittering Beams, 
Or Christal in the Christal Streams; 
Though Venus we transcend in Form, 
No wanton Flames our Bosomes warm! 
If you ask where such Wights do dwell, 
In what Bles’t Clime, that so excel? 
The Poets onely that can tell. 
(15-23) 
 
The nymphs compare themselves to visually stunning “glittering Beams” of light. It is 
probable that Dryden was associating Killigrew herself with her nymphs when he 
described her ability to write about love while remaining chaste:  
Ev’n Love (for Love sometimes her Muse exprest) 
Was but a Lambent-flame which play’d about her Brest: 
Light as the Vapours of a Morning Dream,  
So cold herself, whilst she such Warmth exprest,  
’Twas Cupid bathing in Diana’s Stream. 
 (85-87) 
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Like the nymphs who boast that “No wanton Flames our Bosomes warm,” Dryden’s 
idealized Killigrew can maintain a “cold” temperature while writing about love. In her 
own poem, however, Killigrew does not identify herself with the nymphs. Instead, in her 
last few lines, she emphasizes the separation between the painted female figures who are 
speaking and the poet who has created them. 
Here, the nymphs coyly reveal their inaccessibility to the viewer (“If you ask 
where such Wights do dwell, / In what Bless’t Clime, that so excel? / The Poets onely 
that can tell”). At the same time, they suddenly draw attention to the boundaries between 
the two arts. By having her speakers playfully gesture to the borders between the arts, 
Killigrew capitalizes on her fairly rare position as both painter and poet. She suggests that 
the viewer of the painting and the reader of the poem will never be able to access the 
“Bless’t Clime” where these “Wights do dwell.” Poetry grants these painted figures the 
ability to speak, but their power is limited. The nymphs themselves are unable to answer 
the question about where they can be found. By insisting at the end that only “Poets” can 
answer the question, Killigrew draws our attention to her own status as the poetic creator 
of these worlds.  
In analyzing these two poems, I have not aimed to find a single ekphrastic 
description that would replace other critical models of female figures as victims or 
virgins; instead, I would suggest, Killigrew’s poems offer new possibilities for how 
women writers imagine female figures that suggest the rich imaginative diversity 
available outside of previous critical expectations for femininity within ekphrasis. With a 
female speaker who delights in her ekphrastic description of the mutilated male body, 
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“Herodias Daughter” demonstrates that female figures can occupy the position of the 
powerful (rather than powerless) or the victimizer (rather than victim). In a very different 
vein, “On A Picture Painted by her self, representing two Nimphs” takes nymphs—
perhaps the fictional female figures most often depicted as either sexually objectified or 
sexually assaulted in the eighteenth century—and grants them confident voices and 
assertive characters. Supplementing her painting of the nymphs with her ekphrastic poem 
allows Killigrew to bestow a sense of choice and agency to the nymphs: in the imagined 
world of the poem, the nymphs can control who sees them. In both her painting Venus 
Attired by the Graces and her ekphrastic poetry, Killigrew resists those traditions that 
objectify female figures by presenting them as entirely accessible to the gaze of the 
viewer. As for us, by attending to Killigrew’s empowered female speakers, we can 
challenge and complicate the current critical paradigms for how gender works within the 
power dynamics of ekphrastic encounters.  
  
Anne Finch’s ekphrasis 
“Anne Finch’s Miscellany Poems, on Several Occasions (1713),” writes Susan 
Staves, “is the most accomplished volume of poems published by a woman between 1660 
and 1789.”34 For literary critics working on the recovery of women’s writing, Finch has 
helped to establish the fact that women were writing prolifically during the eighteenth 
                                                
34 Susan Staves, A Literary History of Women’s Writing in Britain, 1660-1789 (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 138.  
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century with seriousness and talent.35 More recently, critics have drawn attention to 
various specific aspects of Finch’s work, including its political valences, her development 
of such major genres as the pastoral and fable, and her musical knowledge and possible 
authorship of the libretto for John Blow’s Venus and Adonis.36 In this section, I hope to 
broaden our understanding of Finch’s work by focusing on another of her 
accomplishments: her contribution to the tradition of ekphrasis and the gendered 
discourse that surrounds it.  
In contrast to an ekphrastic tradition that features a male speaker who renders a 
female subject into a beautiful art object, Finch’s ekphrasis insists that female subjects 
cannot be adequately represented by art objects and instead celebrates the identification 
of the artist with her subject through descriptions of bodily gestures of affection. 
Furthermore, her ekphrastic practice affirms the power of a female speaker, thereby 
challenging the typical assumption that the viewer or speaker is masculine and the object 
of the gaze feminine. By asserting that Finch’s poetry challenges this gendered binary for 
ekphrastic encounters, as well as the aesthetic hierarchy for the arts in which poetry is 
masculinized and painting feminized, my chapter draws upon and contributes to recent 
readings that explore how ekphrastic practices can destabilize ideological binaries.37 
                                                
35 See Ann Messenger, “Publishing Without Perishing: Lady Winchilsea's Miscellany Poems of 
1713,” Restoration 5, no. 1 (1981): 27-37, and Jean Mallison, “Anne Finch: A Woman Poet and the 
Tradition” in Gender at Work: Four Women Writers of the Eighteenth Century, ed. Ann Messenger 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1990). 
36 On Finch and politics, see Carol Barash, “The Political Origins of Anne Finch’s Poetry,” 
Huntington Library Quarterly 54, no. 4 (Autumn, 1991): 327-351. On Finch’s use of the fable genre, see 
Paula R. Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry: Inventing Agency, Inventing 
Genre (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005). On Finch’s musical knowledge, see James 
Winn, “‘A Versifying Maid of Honour’: Anne Finch and the Libretto for Venus and Adonis.” 
37 In The Emblematics of the Self, Ekphrasis and Identity in Renaissance Imitations of Greek 
Romance (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto, 2012), Elizabeth B. Bearden argues, “the multiple ekphrastic 
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During the eighteenth century, poets often assert the superiority of poetry over 
visual art by invoking the pun on painting as cosmetics, thereby disparaging painting and 
women in the same stroke by presenting them as sensual, prideful, superficial, and, above 
all, delusive. In Spectator 41, for example, Joseph Addison refers to women who wear 
cosmetics as “Picts” and derides their ability to deceive men through the artifice of their 
face painting.38 In “The Progress of Beauty” Jonathan Swift mocks the grotesque art of 
Celia’s cosmetic painting by ironically equating her “admiration” for her self-fashioned 
image with the adoration that painters often exhibit for their own “workmanship.”39 
While Addison and Swift deprecate both painters and women through their mocking 
equation of painting with cosmetics, Dryden and Pope use the same association in order 
to devalue painting within the context of the contest between the arts. In his verse epistle 
“To Sir Godfrey Kneller” John Dryden writes:  
Our Arts are Sisters; though not Twins in Birth: 
For Hymns were sung in Edens happy Earth, 
By the first Pair; while Eve was yet a Saint; 
Before she fell with Pride, and learn’d to paint.40  
 
                                                                                                                                            
characterizations in early modern imitations of the Greek romance serve to wedge open the cultural binaries 
of male/female, civilized/barbarian, West/East that romance characters negotiate” (46). Brian Glavey 
defines a “queer ekphrasis,” in which the poet himself takes the place of the art object in an act of 
“ekphrastic identification” in “Frank O’Hara Nude with Boots: Queer Ekphrasis and the Statuesque Poet,” 
American Literature 79, no. 4 (2007): 781-806 (790). 
38 The Spectator, ed. Donald F. Bond, 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford Univ., 1965), 1:173. Tita Chico 
explains that “like other critiques of cosmetics,” Spectator 41 “attacks women’s self-fashioning by 
degrading their artistry as artifice and renders it additionally suspicious because it gives women illegitimate 
power over men” in “The Arts of Beauty: Women’s Cosmetics and Pope’s Ekphrasis,” Eighteenth-Century 
Life 26.1 (2002): 1-23 (6-7). 
39 Jonathan Swift, “The Progress of Beauty,” vol. 1 of The Poems of Jonathan Swift, ed. Harold 
Williams (Oxford: Clarendon, 1937), 1. 52.  
40 John Dryden, “To Sir Godfrey Kneller” (1694), The Works of John Dryden, vol. 4: Poems, 
1693-1696, eds. A. B. Chambers, William Frost, and Vinton A. Dearing (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1974), lines 89-92. 
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By contrasting the innocent and “happy” poetic “hymns” sung by Adam and Eve before 
the Fall with Eve’s postlapsarian “paint[ing]” based on “pride,” Dryden constructs a 
gendered hierarchy for the arts that feminizes and devalues painting by evoking a 
common cultural distaste for cosmetics. As Winn has shown, Dryden often associates 
aesthetic with erotic pleasure, and “the allegedly rational appeal of poetry allows him to 
define it as a masculine art, superior to the more sensuous, bodily, and feminine arts of 
music and painting.”41 Tita Chico has shown how Pope evokes a similar aesthetic 
hierarchy that privileges masculinized poetry over feminized painting through his 
treatment of cosmetics in the context of eighteenth-century “attacks on and defenses of 
cosmetics, all of which point to the complicated relation of face painting to issues such as 
social order, women’s roles, and the value and purpose of artifice.”42 According to Chico, 
“Pope adopts the trope of cosmetics as an example of visual painting in order to pit the 
art of face painting against the art of poetic painting, or ekphrasis. The Rape of the Lock 
emphasizes the constructed nature of Belinda’s beauty not only to call it into question, 
but also to set up a hierarchy between make-up and poetry.”43 In “The Appology” [sic] 
Finch satirically confronts this trope: “Why shou’d it in my Pen be held a fault  / Whilst 
Mira paints her face to paint a thought” (5-6).44 The parallel between Mira painting her 
face and Finch painting a thought ventriloquizes the misogynistic equation of female art 
                                                
41 Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood,” 9. 
42 Chico, “The Arts of Beauty,” 3. 
43 Chico, “The Arts of Beauty,” 11. 
44 Anne Finch, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea, eds. 
Jennifer Keith and Claudia Kairoff, with Jean Marsden, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ., 
forthcoming). All following quotations from Finch’s poems are from this edition, and the parenthetical 
citations indicate line numbers of the poems. I would like to thank the general editor, Jennifer Keith, for 
sharing the manuscript copy of these poems with me. 
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with cosmetics, employed by such figures as Dryden, Swift, and Pope. Though at first she 
criticizes the vanity of women and presents her own poetic writing as a “weaknesse” (15) 
equivalent to other ladies’ superficial preoccupation with their own beauty, Finch ends by 
similarly deriding the quality of the “Works” of male “Witts” (18).  
Despite her satirical treatment of the gendering of the arts in “The Appology,” 
Finch often replaces the comparison between men’s and women’s poetry with a 
comparison between painting and poetry. By participating in the contest between the arts 
established by ekphrasis, Finch confronts the gendered conventions of the practice and 
seeks to demonstrate that women can claim both visual and verbal creative power. 
Michael Gavin argues that Finch’s prose preface to her manuscript collection (probably 
written in the early 1700s) “strategically calls upon the authority of past critics as a way 
to legitimize her own writing.”45 By appealing to the authority of aesthetic rules, Finch 
“suggests that such rules meant women’s talents could be recognized for the first time. 
Now fully theorized, poetry is more egalitarian in gendered terms because it enables a 
more precise hierarchy of literary merit.”46 We can see a similar strategy at work in 
Finch’s ekphrastic poetry, in which she suggests that a meritocratic judgment of art 
according to strict rules could empower women writers.  
Finch frequently considers the relationship between poetry and visual art. In 
“Verses written under the King of Sweden’s Picture,” for example, she demonstrates that 
her poetic vision is superior to the painter’s by looking beyond the picture’s frame. 
                                                
45 Michael Gavin, “Critics and Criticism in the Poetry of Anne Finch,” ELH 78, no. 3 (2011): 633-
655; the quotation is on 638.  
46 Gavin, “Critics and Criticism in the Poetry of Anne Finch,” 639. 
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Though the poem begins as a typical ekphrasis, with a command to the reader to see the 
object before the poet’s sight, it quickly confronts the boundaries of painted art:  
Observe this Piece, which to our sight does bring  
The fittest Posture, for the Swedish King;  
(Encompass’d, as we think, with Armys round,  
Though not express’d within this narrow bound) 
      (1-4) 
 
By acknowledging the limits of the painted scene within an aside, Finch cleverly uses the 
parentheses to imitate the “narrow bound[s]” of the picture frame, while her language 
expansively composes a much fuller scene by describing the encompassing armies 
outside the picture. Finch explores the relationship between the arts in a wide range of her 
writing—including “The Shepherd Piping to the Fishes”—but she offers her most 
sustained account of the competition between poetry and visual art in her ekphrastic 
poems addressed to various members of the Thynne family.  
These poems center on Longleat, the large estate of Thomas Thynne, Viscount 
Weymouth, who was married to Finch’s sister-in-law, Frances. In her poem “To the 
Honorable The Lady Worsley at Long-Leate Who had most obligingly desired my 
Corresponding with her by Letters,” Finch glorifies Longleat by emphasizing its ineffable 
visual majesty,  
 Which above Metaphor itts Structure reares  
 Tho all Enchantment to our sight appears  
 Magnificently Great the Eye to fill  
 Minutly finish’d for our nicest skill 
      (47-50) 
 
Though the beholder’s eyes “fill” with the “sight” of the manor, she cannot capture its 
architectural mastery in poetry. Thus, even the physical “Structure” of the estate is 
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associated in Finch’s mind with the competitive tension between visual splendor and 
verbal expression. For Finch, Longleat represents the aesthetic relationship between 
visual art and poetry, both physically (in its impressive architecture) and socially 
(through her intellectual exchange with the Thynne family).  During her time living in the 
country, Finch developed a close relationship with the Thynnes, visiting their manor, 
corresponding with them, and addressing poems to members of the family across three 
generations.47  
In her two poems addressed to and about Grace Thynne, “To the Painter of an ill-
drawn Picture of Cleone, The Honorable Mrs. Thynne” and “An Epistle to the 
honourable Mrs. Thynne, persuading her to have a Statue made of her youngest 
Daughter, now Lady Brooke,” Finch advocates an aesthetic standard that values affective 
bonds between artist and subject. In these poems Finch’s ekphrasis reveals the failure of 
both arts to represent these female subjects adequately; in fact, through her ekphrases, the 
specific art objects (a portrait of Grace and a statue of her daughter Mary) are supplanted 
by images of bodily gestures that communicate the sympathetic relationship between the 
poetic or artistic creator and her subject (a shared smile in “To the Painter” and an 
affectionate embrace in “An Epistle”). Applied to the work of both male and female 
artists and poets, this ideal of affectionate identification would eliminate gender 
discrimination from aesthetic judgments—or so Finch imagines. In her poem addressed 
to Henry Thynne, “A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry at Long-Leat,” she 
explores the boundaries between visual and verbal expression, defies the gendered 
                                                
47 Barbara McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry: A Critical Biography (Athens: Univ. of 
Georgia, 1992), 114. 
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restrictions imposed on female artists, and establishes herself as a powerful pictorial poet. 
By celebrating a female poet and speaker who encounters a menacing male image 
(represented by Elymas) that threatens, but ultimately fails, to silence her, Finch 
demonstrates that the gender dynamics involved in ekphrastic encounters do not abide by 
the stable gender binary so often invoked by critics, in which a male speaker objectifies a 
female subject.  
 
Anne Finch’s “strictest Censors” for the Arts  
“To the Painter of an ill-drawn Picture of Cleone, The Honorable Mrs. Thynne” is 
addressed to Grace Thynne (née Strode), who was the wife of Henry Thynne (Heneage 
Finch’s nephew). In the first half of this poem, Finch derides the anonymous painter’s 
lack of skill, particularly his inability to replicate bodily proportions correctly. By 
enlarging Mrs. Thynne’s hand, he makes her look like an Amazon, Finch quips (16). 
More egregious than the physical deformities, however, is the painter’s inability to 
capture Thynne’s personality: “’Tis vain to boast of Rules or labour’d Art; / I miss the 
Look that captivates my Heart” (5-6). Finch suddenly shifts from a jocular and 
competitive critique aimed at the painter to a confession of personal affection for Mrs. 
Thynne. At the same time, Finch suggests that art will fail to capture “the Look” of its 
subject’s personality unless the artist establishes an intimate and personal connection 
with the sitter. In her insistence that a portrait should depict more than a superficial 
image, and should instead convey a sense of the sitter’s personality or psychology, Finch 
advocates an aesthetic standard that other eighteenth-century poets, such as Pope, share. 
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Critics have long recognized the importance of Pope’s belief that portraits should reveal 
the subject’s psychology or character, as well as his doubt that either poetry or painting 
could fully represent the sitter’s mind.48 Similarly, Finch suggests that portraits, in either 
poetry or paint, should represent the human subject’s personality, and she too suspects 
that such an accurate representation may be impossible.  
After ridiculing the painter in the first half of the poem, Finch surprises the reader 
in the second half by associating her own poem with the inept portrait and arguing that 
both media ultimately fail to represent Thynne’s living glory.  
Cou’d but my Wish some Influence infuse,  
Ne’er shou’d the Pencil, or the Sister-Muse 
Be try’d by those who easily excuse: 
But strictest Censors shou’d of either judge,  
Applaud the Artist, and despise the Drudge.  
Then never wou’d thy Colours have debas’d 
CLEONE’s Features, and her Charms defac’d: 
Nor had my Pen (more subject to their Laws) 
Assay’d to vindicate her Beauty’s Cause.  
(30-38) 
 
On the one hand, Finch undermines her own poetic authority by equating it with the 
unskilled portrait she has just criticized. On the other, by imagining the “strictest 
Censors,” who would judge both the painter and the poet, Finch advocates meritocratic 
standards for the arts that would eliminate gender discrimination. There is no sign that 
Finch, as a female poet, sees herself as being held to standards separate from those 
applied to men. Her parenthetical aside emphasizes that it is her identity as a poet—not as 
                                                
48 Norman Ault’s “Mr. Alexander Pope: Painter” in New Light on Pope (London: Methuen & Co., 
1949) and Morris R. Brownell’s Alexander Pope and the Arts of Georgian England (Oxford: Oxford Univ., 
1978) first established Pope’s contribution to the tradition of pictorial poetry.   
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a woman—that would make her even more accountable to these “Censors,” since the 
“Pen” is “more subject to their Laws” than the painter’s “Colours.”   
This use of the parenthetical aside to acknowledge a personal identification with 
other poets is particularly significant when we consider Finch’s tendency to use such 
asides as a way of anxiously anticipating her poetry’s negative reception because of her 
gender. In her “Preface,” for example, Finch writes, “And, I am besides sensible, that 
Poetry has been of late so explain’d, the laws of itt being putt into familiar languages, that 
even those of my sex, (if they will be so presumptuous as to write) are very accountable 
for their transgressions against them” (n.p.). Similarly, in her prefatory fable, “Mercury 
and the Elephant,” Finch personalizes the allegory:  
Solicitous thus shou’d I be 
For what’s said of my Verse and Me; 
Or shou’d my Friends Excuses frame,  
And beg the Criticks not to blame  
(Since from a Female Hand it came) 
Defects in Judgment, or in Wit; 
They’d but reply—Then has she Writ! 
(27-33) 
 
As Susan Staves has pointed out, Finch complains that because she is a woman, critics 
dismiss her, merely acknowledging that she has “writ,” rather than applying the same 
aesthetic standards to her work that they would apply to men’s writing.49 In her ekphrastic 
poems, I would argue, Finch invokes the competition between poetry and painting to 
change the terms of the critical reception of her work. To displace the judgment that she 
anticipates for her work, which will contrast poetry by “a Female Hand” with writing by 
men, Finch participates in the competition between the arts to ensure that readers will 
                                                
49 Staves, A Literary History of Women’s Writing in Britain, 143.  
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judge her as a member of the poetic group, of poets against painters, rather than the 
feminized group, of female poets against male poets. The fantasy of artistic “Censors” 
appeals to Finch because it would allow both painters and poets to be judged based on 
their ability to represent “Excellence” (42), in this case, Mrs. Thynne, therefore replacing 
gendered expectations with unbiased standards for the two competing arts. 
Finch not only wishes for gender-blind aesthetic standards for the arts, but she 
also begins to define these standards herself. If such strict “Censors” existed to judge the 
arts, Finch imagines, 
A rigid Fear had kept us both in Awe,  
Nor I compos’d, nor thou presum’d to draw;  
But in CLEONE viewing with Surprize  
That Excellence, to which we ne’re cou’d rise,  
By less Attempts we safely might have gain’d 
That humble Praise which neither has obtain’d,  
Since to thy Shadowings, or my ruder Verse,  
It is not giv’n to shew, or to rehearse 
What Nature in CLEONE’s Face has writ,  
A soft Endearment, and a chearful Wit,  
That all-subduing, that enliv’ning Air 
By which, a sympathizing Joy we share,  
For who forbears to smile, when smil’d on by the Fair? 
(39-51) 
 
Finch’s veneration of the “sympathizing Joy” shared between poet and subject celebrates 
an affective bond between the two. Smiled at by her subject, the poet catches her joy and 
smiles back. This smiling symmetry modifies the traditional mimetic ideal that art should 
visually or empirically reproduce nature by insisting instead on an affective identification 
between artist and subject—an identification represented in their faces rather than in the 
artistic product. Finch’s ideal of the poet reflecting the affective state of her subject—
epitomized in the image of the speaker mirroring Mrs. Thynne’s smile—challenges the 
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traditional artistic hierarchy in which artist or poet, presumably male, objectifies his 
subject, often female.  
This poem demonstrates what Jennifer Keith has termed Finch’s “poetics of 
replacement.”50 Finch acknowledges the failure of language to represent its object 
adequately, and instead advocates that the speaker identify with the object; “The poetic 
function lies less in a verbal authority to imitate the other than in an emotional authority 
to acknowledge the other’s resistance to the order of language” (465-66). Although Keith 
does not discuss “To the Painter of an ill-drawn Picture of Cleone, The Honorable Mrs. 
Thynne,” this poem exemplifies the way that Finch identifies the limits of both painting 
and poetry and then sympathetically identifies with her subject, Mrs. Thynne; she values 
“emotional authority” over any kind of dispassionate, mimetic, aesthetic ideal for 
representation. Keith’s reading of Finch’s poetry can be productively extended to Finch’s 
ekphrastic practice, as Finch confronts not only the limits of language, but also the limits 
of visual representation.  
Finch continues to map the limits of verbal and visual representation, while 
calling for an art form that could represent affect and personal bonds in “An Epistle to the 
honourable Mrs. Thynne, persuading her to have a Statue made of her youngest 
Daughter, now Lady Brooke,” in which she justifies her suggestion to Grace Thynne 
(“Cleone”) that she have a statue made of her daughter Mary instead of her other 
daughter Frances. She claims that “The sister arts those sisters shall divide” (67); while 
Mary (“Maria”) should have her resemblance captured in marble, her sister Frances 
                                                
50 Jennifer Keith, “The Poetics of Anne Finch,” Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 38 
(1998): 465-480. 
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(“Aspasia”) will inspire poets. Finch offers her own notional or speculative ekphrasis: she 
verbally designs the sculpture of Mary vicariously, through the unidentified male sculptor 
(unlike painting, sculpture was not an art generally practiced by women during the 
eighteenth century).51 Participating in the tradition of poems that offer advice to artists, 
Finch enacts this sculptural composition through her use of “let,” the conventional verb 
used for poems in this genre. Repeating “let” five times, Finch transmits her vision of the 
sculpture to the reader by presenting her catalogue of descriptions as a list of suggestions 
to the future male “genius” (24) who will carve the sculpture.52 Partly because of the 
conventions of the genre of poets offering advice to artists, and partly because Finch’s 
directions change from straightforward details about Mary’s body into visual cues that 
are meant to represent Finch’s personal bond with the child, Finch’s ekphrasis of the 
sculpture stages a competition between the female poet and the future male sculptor—a 
competition that privileges her own personalized, and largely maternal vision for the 
marble figure. 
 At the beginning of the poem, Finch insists that Grace should have a sculpture 
made in order to capture the “softer youth” in which Mary “does this instant live” before 
time “impairs” it (7-10). In an extended conceit on youth as color, Finch explains that the 
soft colors of Mary’s “first dawn” will disappear once the sun of age “enflames” the 
skies, just as the color of a gentle “bloom” is forgotten once “the fruit is grown” (9-14). 
                                                
51 John Hollander, in The Gazer’s Spirit: Poems Speaking to Silent Works of Art (Chicago: Univ. 
of Chicago, 1995), defines notional ekphrasis as “the verbal representation of a purely fictional work of art” 
(4). 
52 Other examples of poems that offer advice to artists include Ben Jonson’s “The Picture of Her 
Body,” Robert Herrick’s “To the Painter, to Draw Him a Picture,” and Andrew Marvell’s “Last Instructions 
to a Painter.” 
  
50 
Like these faded colors, Finch argues, “So her strong beauties will o’ercome the mild, / 
When the fair woman shall efface the child” (15-16). The particularly harsh connotation 
of the verb “efface” presents aging as a destructive force that can only be combated 
through the static art of sculpture. Finch suggests that a statue would permanently 
preserve the fleeting state of its subject’s youth, innocence, and purity.  
Even though the first part of her poem emphasizes sculpture’s ability to capture 
the transient qualities of youth and beauty, Finch’s suggestions for the statue move 
beyond simple physical features. Instead of specifying physical attributes of Mary that 
the sculptor must capture to produce a recognizable likeness, Finch suggests that the 
visual product crafted in marble should reflect her own, personal, intimate feelings for 
Mary:  
And let th’ appearing softness be the same,  
As I’ve experienc’d when my arms have prest 
Her living sweetness to my doating breast; 
Extracting easy, but unequall’d bliss,  
From her yet milky breath in ev’ry soothing kiss.  
(49-53) 
 
This command for the statue to appear as an embrace of Mary feels further demonstrates 
Finch’s desire for art to visualize the feelings involved in the intimate bond between artist 
and subject. In this way, it resembles Finch’s assertion, in her poem “To the Painter,” that 
the artist should reflect the smile of her subject. Finch repeatedly emphasizes the 
incongruous ability of marble to represent the “softness” of flesh.53 Here, she elaborates 
                                                
53 James Winn helpfully pointed out that the statues of Gianlorenzo Bernini, one of which could 
have been seen by Finch, exemplified this quality, for instance, his Rape of Proserpina, now in the Galleria 
Borghese, in Rome. Although Finch never travelled to Italy, she could have seen the bust of Charles I 
(destroyed in the Whitehall Fire in the 1690s, but on display when she was at court).  
  
51 
on this bodily quality through her description of her own “doating breast” and Mary’s 
“milky breath.” While the poem addressed to Grace (“Cleone”) sketches out an affective 
bond between the poet-as-artist and her subject (Grace Thynne and Anne Finch were 
around the same age), in this poem Finch’s role as poet-sculptor is imbued with maternal 
energy.  
The final five lines of the poem turn toward Frances:  
Whilst fair Aspasia more advanc’d in time,  
Tho’ yet two lustres short of female prime,  
Shall as her ripening sense does now presage,  
All pens and poets in her praise engage.  
The sister arts those sisters shall divide,  
And to their service every Muse be ty’d.  
(63-68) 
 
If Mary’s youthful “bloom” should be captured through the art of sculpture, Finch 
suggests, Frances’s “ripening sense” provides a superior subject for the art of poetry. 
McGovern points out Finch’s prescience because Frances is “remembered today as a 
patron of such writers as Richard Savage, William Shenstone, and James Thomson 
(whose ‘Spring’ from The Seasons is dedicated to her).”54 Here, Finch reproduces the 
common assertion of poets that visual art better represents physical beauty, while poetry 
can better represent deeper “sense.” Unlike other poets, however, Finch does not use this 
distinction to elevate poetry over visual art. If anything, her imagined sculpture for Mary 
reveals a depth of maternal feeling that can only be conveyed through the confluence of 
the two divided “sister arts”: an ekphrastic composition of an imagined sculpture.  
                                                
54 McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 114. 
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Rather than demonstrating the successful imitation of nature by art, Finch’s 
ekphrasis reveals art’s failure in both these poems to represent a human subject fully. 
Taken together, the ekphrases in these two poems establish the extreme limits of artistic 
representation: on one end, by humorously cataloging an inept painter’s attempts to 
represent Mrs. Thynne, Finch emphasizes the failure of all art to capture a human subject; 
and on the other end, she uses notional ekphrasis to describe an ideal sculpture of Mary 
that would be impossible to execute because it depends on feeling rather than visual 
features. Finch uses ekphrasis to advocate an aesthetic epistemology of affection and 
identification: a personal bond between the artist or poet and the subject is paramount. 
This aesthetic ideal is represented through the bodily gestures shared by the artistic 
creator and her subject: the mirrored smile between Finch and Grace in “To the Painter” 
and Finch’s maternal and affectionate embrace of Mary in “An Epistle.”  
 
Defying Ekphrastic Fear: “A Description of One of the Pieces of Tapistry at Long-
Leat” 
If Finch sets the limits of art and vision through ekphrasis in “To the Painter” and 
“An Epistle,” she seeks to confront and surpass those limits in “A Description of One of 
the Pieces of Tapistry at Long-Leat,” addressed to Thomas and Frances Thynne’s son 
Henry, whom Finch calls “Theanor.” Henry represents refined aesthetic judgment for 
Finch, and she appeals to him in several poems as an exemplary judge of the arts. In her 
poem “To the Painter of an Ill-Drawn Picture of Cleone,” she lauds his  
 [ . . .] Taste which Italy has wrought 
 In his refin’d and daily heighten’d Thought,  
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 Where Poetry, or Painting find no place,  
 Unless perform’d with a superior Grace.  
    (26-29) 
 
Finch’s decision to address a poetic discussion of visual art to Henry, whom she greatly 
admired for his “refin’d” aesthetic judgment, shows her confidence in her pictorial 
ability. 
The subtitle of the poem identifies the subject of the tapestry as one of “the 
famous Cartons of Raphael; in which, Elymas the Sorcerer is miraculously struck Blind 
by St. Paul before Sergius Paulus, the Proconsul of Asia.” In 1515 or 1516, Raphael 
created an original collection of designs for tapestries to be hung on the lowest walls of 
the Sistine Chapel, where they remain today.55 Raphael’s cartoon drawing of the blinding 
of Elymas currently resides in the Victoria and Albert Museum (figure 1.9). While 
Finch’s poem is, on the surface, an ekphrastic exercise—she begins by describing Sergius 
in the center and generally moves in a clockwise motion around the composition—it is 
also a powerful testament to female artistry, both visual and verbal. 
In the opening of the poem, Finch criticizes the discouraging of women’s 
participation in the arts in her own day by contrasting the stifling present with a rich, 
female artistic past represented by the mythical Arachne:   
Thus Tapistry of old, the Walls adorn’d,  
Ere noblest Dames the artful Shuttle scorn’d: 
Arachne, then, with Pallas did contest,  
And scarce th’ Immortal Work was judg’d the Best.  
Nor valorous Actions, then, in Books were sought;  
But all the Fame, that from the Field was brought,  
Employ’d the Loom, where the kind Consort wrought: 
                                                
55 Nicholas Penny, “Raphael,” Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online (Oxford Univ.), online at 
<http://www.oxfordartonline.com>. 
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Whilst sharing in the Toil, she shar’d the Fame,  
And with the Heroes mixt her interwoven Name.  
       (1-9) 
 
Finch imagines the female art of weaving tapestry as a precedent for writing books; she 
glorifies feminine visual composition at a time before its erasure by masculine verbal 
authority. Arachne is not a mere recorder of male deeds, but elevates her own status 
through her art. Finch equates the female “Toil” of creating visual art with male 
“Actions” on the battlefield, so that both sexes equitably share “the Fame.” The male 
hero depends upon the female artist, who wields control over his immortality through her 
representation; by acting as the supreme historical recorder, Arachne preserves her own 
name alongside those of the male heroes. Finch’s celebration of Arachne as a 
representative of female weavers who would record history resembles what Elizabeth 
Bergmann Loizeaux describes as Adrienne Rich’s “feminist historiography” through her 
ekphrasis in “Mathilde in Normandy.”56 “By constantly reminding us of the crafted 
artifact,” Loizeaux explains, “Rich raises to consciousness the fact that history is made 
rather than simply reported, and that it is made, here, by women. Choosing as ekphrastic 
object a tapestry that still serves as a historical document enables Rich to assert not just 
the lasting achievement of the women’s fine needlework, but their roles as important 
historians, a role she simultaneously takes on herself in writing the poem.”57 Finch’s 
ekphrasis, then, provides an interesting eighteenth-century precedent to Rich’s, as they 
                                                
56 Elizabeth Bergmann Loizeaux, “Women Looking: The Feminist Ekphrasis of Marianne Moore 
and Adrienne Rich” in In the Frame, 133.  
57 Loizeaux, “Women Looking,” 133. 
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both find inspiration in imagined female figures of the past who could record history 
through the artistic creation of tapestries.58  
Finch uses this fantasy of achieving gender equality through the practice of 
female art in order to criticize her contemporary society sharply for excluding female 
creativity and talent:  
No longer, Females to such Praise aspire,  
And seldom now We rightly do admire.  
So much, All Arts are by the Men engross’d,  
And Our few Talents unimprov’d or cross’d;  
Even I, who on this Subject wou’d compose,  
Which the fam’d Urbin for his Pencil chose,  
(And here, in tinctur’d Wool we now behold 
Correctly follow’d in each Shade, and Fold) 
Shou’d prudently from the Attempt withdraw,  
But Inclination proves the stronger Law:  
And tho’ the Censures of the World pursue 
These hardy Flights, whilst his Designs I view; 
My burden’d Thoughts, which labour for a Vent,  
Urge me t’ explain in Verse, what by each Face is meant.  
       (10-23) 
 
By referring to Raphael and then immediately mentioning the “tinctur’d Wool we now 
behold,” Finch begins to conflate Raphael’s cartoon, the tapestry in the Sistine Chapel, 
and the tapestry at Longleat, which was based on the image from Raphael’s cartoon. 
Because they share the same “Subject,” Finch feels connected to Raphael; in fact, she 
uses this shared image as her entrance into an artistic competition in which her poetic 
description contends with the renowned Renaissance painter’s image. Finch boldly 
equates her poetic endeavor with Raphael’s masterful composition in a neat, even couplet 
                                                
58 We now know that men would have crafted these tapestries, but both Finch and Rich imagine 
them as objects created through female artistry.  
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(“Even I, who on this Subject wou’d compose, / Which the fam’d Urbin for his Pencil 
chose”).  
In this same verse paragraph, Finch describes the modern world as an artistic 
wasteland for women, partly because they no longer “aspire” to the arts, but mainly 
because men dominate “All Arts” and impede female creative development. Finch’s use 
of Arachne as a precedent for female artists is similar to her invocation of Deborah, who 
represents female success in music, as well as wisdom and authority in her role as the 
only female judge in the Book of Judges. In “The Introduction,” Deborah “tryumphs with 
a Song” (46), unlike Finch’s female contemporaries who are “Debarr’d, from all 
improve-ments [sic] of the mind” (53). Similarly, in “A Description of One of the Pieces 
of Tapistry at Long-Leat,” female artistic talent is “unimprov’d” by a lack of education 
and is “cross’d” through social censoring. After identifying the limits placed on artistic 
women, Finch presents herself as a bold, confident, heroic figure entering the fray on 
behalf of female creativity. Finch predicts “Censures” against her poetry, but defiantly 
refuses to “withdraw.” By describing herself as naturally inspired with “burden’d 
Thoughts,” Finch represents herself as a visionary poet with the authority to demonstrate 
female “Talents,” both visual and verbal.   
In proudly refusing to “withdraw” from the artistic realm, Finch imitates her 
defiant heroine Arachne, who boasts of her own talent and refuses to capitulate to 
Olympian artistic hegemony. In Ovid’s account, Arachne is presented as a self-made 
artistic genius; she is a commoner who wields her “lively-painting needle” as if trained 
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by Pallas (201).59 The weaving contest between Arachne and Athena represents one 
individual female artist’s struggle against a powerful authority, and results in her 
punishment for attempting to compete artistically with a higher power. Finch appropriates 
this allegory but revises the goddess’s gender in order to represent her own artistic 
aspirations in a society in which “All Arts are by the Men engross’d.” In Finch’s personal 
adaptation of the story, Raphael acts as her Athena; by choosing the same ambitious 
subject for composition as the “fam’d Urbin,” Finch recognizes the expectation that she 
“[s]hou’d prudently from the Attempt withdraw,” but instead she insists on exhibiting her 
talent, much like Arachne.60   
Finch emulates the principles of Arachne’s defiant artistry, but she also imitates 
some of her stylistic execution. In her tapestry, which catalogues offenses that the gods 
committed against humans, Arachne “to every forme assignes / Life-equall looks” (204); 
in other words, she transforms the characters from anonymous figures into recognizable 
personalities for her audience. Similarly, Finch demonstrates her pictorial prowess by 
adding a sense of personality to the figures in the tapestry through her ekphrastic 
descriptions. She describes Sergius’s “inquisitive” response to an event that was “but a 
Moment” past (28, 30). Sergius embodies an invitation to the viewer to enter the scene: 
“with spread Hands, [he] invites Mankind to gaze, / And sympathize in the profound 
Amaze” (36-37). Finch expects the viewer or reader to “sympathize” emotionally with 
                                                
59 Ovid, 43 B.C.-17, Metamorphoses, in Ovid’s Metamorphosis Englished, mythologiz’d, and 
represented in figures. An essay to the translation of Virgil’s Aeneis, 2nd ed., trans. George Sandys 
(London: John Lichfield and William Stansby, 1632). This edition does not have line numbers, so 
parenthetical citations indicate page numbers. 
60 In Ovid’s account, Athena appears, disguised as an old woman, and warns Arachne that she 
should withdraw from the competition and demonstrate her remorse to the goddess, but Arachne arrogantly 
refuses. 
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the subjects, rather than to look on them with aesthetic indifference. As Finch surveys the 
emotional responses of the other figures, she allows the reader to identify each one by 
noticing specific features. Moving in a clockwise circle, she describes “A comely Figure” 
with “serious Mildness and Instruction” (40, 41), “a more eager Person” with “a 
Sceptick’s Mind” who peers closely at Elymas (44-46), and a “younger Figure” near 
Paul, who warmly directs an “Elder” man by pointing toward the blinded sorcerer (54). 
She imbues each of these anonymous figures with a sense of personality, and builds an 
atmosphere of fascination and tension.  
Of all the possible mythological female precedents, Arachne may seem an 
ominous choice for Finch. After all, Athena ultimately punishes Arachne for her hubris 
by turning her into a spider. Nonetheless, Finch uses the myth of Arachne to express the 
fear of censure she experiences because of her gender. As Gillian Wright has shown, for 
Finch “literary agency was intimately connected with gender insecurity, political 
disappointment and fears about hostile readership.”61 Finch uses mythological female 
figures in order to represent the anxiety that women writers feel about the criticism they 
might expect to receive as a result of their work; in this poem Finch invokes Arachne as 
she does Philomel in “To the Nightingale,” according to Laura Alexander Linker’s 
reading.62 Perhaps Arachne appeals so much to Finch because she represents a woman 
                                                
61 Gillian Wright, Producing Women’s Poetry, 1600-1730: Text and Paratext, Manuscript and 
Print (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 148.  
62 In “‘Th’unhappy Poet’s Breast’: Resisting Violation in Anne Finch’s ‘To the Nightingale,’” 
English Studies 88, no. 2 (2007): 166-176, Laura Alexander Linker encourages us to see Finch’s 
“nightingale as a raped figure that embodies women’s positions as writers. Finch explores limitation 
through the consequences of the nightingale’s refusal to submit to the speaker or translate her songs into 
human speech—a language alien and confining to the nightingale because it forces her to sing in what 
today we would call a phallolinguistic system that privileges masculine language. Because the nightingale 
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who can masterfully appropriate the artistic medium of the dominant order, a bold quality 
that has often been noticed in Finch’s own participation in poetic genres typically 
dominated by men.63 Although feminist readings of this poem in the past have found a 
model for a specifically feminine poetics within Finch’s association of women’s writing 
with Arachne’s weaving, I would suggest that Finch’s ekphrasis ultimately reveals the 
instability of the gender binary in the arts.64 Though she does use Arachne’s story to 
protest social constraints on women writers, Finch does not creatively identify herself 
exclusively with the female figure of Arachne and her visual art; she also goes on to 
imagine herself in the position of St. Paul, wielding his verbal authority. 
When Finch finally reaches Elymas in the composition, she describes her visual 
confrontation with his figure as a jarring trial for her as a poet:  
     But to thy Portrait, ELYMAS, we come 
Whose Blindness almost strikes the Poet dumb; 
And whilst She vainly to Describe thee seeks,  
The Pen but traces, where the Pencil speaks.  
Of Darkness to be felt, our Scriptures write,  
Thou Darken’d seem’st, as thou woud’st feel the Light; 
And with projected Limbs, betray’st a Dread,  
                                                                                                                                            
resists this phallic speech, effectively denying the speaker access to her, she suffers a metaphorical rape 
depicted in the speaker’s aggression towards her, which implicitly replays the violent scene from Ovid 
between Tereus and Philomel” (168). 
63 In Anne Finch and Her Poetry, Barbara McGovern claims “Finch’s talent lay in her ability to 
use a variety of literary genres and conventions so as to achieve a freedom of expression that would not 
otherwise have been available for a woman. Writing from a marginal position in her social and literary 
milieu, she often viewed her exclusion from masculine traditions as a challenge to her creativity, rather 
than a repression of it” (5). See also Paula R. Backscheider on Finch’s fables: “In Finch’s hands, the fable 
became women’s major satiric form and a subversive, unsparing way to comment on the situation of 
women” in Eighteenth-Century Women Poets, 52. 
64 Nancy K. Miller, in “Arachnologies: The Woman, The Text, and the Critic,” The Poetics of 
Gender, ed. Miller (New York: Columbia Univ., 1986), 270-96, suggests that we read Arachne’s story 
“both as a figuration of woman’s relation of production to the dominant culture, and as a possible parable 
(or critical modeling) of a feminist poetics” (272). Ruth Salvaggio, in Enlightened Absence: Neoclassical 
Configurations of the Feminine (Chicago: Univ. of Illinois, 1988), extends this concept, suggesting that 
Finch regards “the process of writing-as-weaving” as “a feminine configuration of that which subverts 
classical systems” (114). 
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Of unseen Mischiefs, levell’d at thy Head.  
Thro’ all thy Frame such Stupefaction reigns,  
As Night it self were sunk into thy Veins: 
Nor by the Eyes alone thy Loss we find,  
Each Lineament helps to proclaim thee Blind,  
An artful Dimness far diffus’d we grant,  
And failing seem all Parts through One important Want.  
       (66-79) 
 
Charles Hinnant has read this passage as an example of Finch confronting the failure of 
language to represent; he explains, “here, through the verb ‘speaks,’ painting is directly 
related to voice—and hence to life—while poetry is relegated to the secondary and 
parasitic role implied by the verb ‘traces.’ To the extent that the ‘Poet’ is unable to 
‘Describe’ what she traces, she is struck ‘dumb’—deprived of voice and unable to 
speak—engendering a silent, rather than a speaking, picture.”65 Finch does invert the 
traditional actions of the two arts by allowing the “Pencil” (meaning paintbrush) to speak; 
I would argue, however, that this moment of humility is soon supplanted by the 
reassertion of the superiority of the written word. The next line—“Of Darkness to be felt, 
our Scriptures write” (70)— reminds the reader that Raphael’s image comes from a 
sacred text, and that the verbal predates and informs the visual. Furthermore, Hinnant’s 
reading hinges on the silencing of the poet, which ignores the very important use of the 
word “almost.” The emphatically female poet (“She”) is “almost” struck “dumb” by the 
sight of blindness, but by continuing her description, the speaker dramatizes her triumph 
over the visual challenge. Finch also sets up a contrast between Elymas’s utter darkness 
and the female poet’s expansive vision, her ability to survey the entire scene at once.  
                                                
65 Charles H. Hinnant, The Poetry of Anne Finch (Newark: Univ. of Delaware, 1994), 125. 
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By flaunting her powerful vision, Finch narrates an encounter and poetic 
conquering of what W. J. T. Mitchell has termed “ekphrastic fear.” Mitchell defines 
“ekphrastic fear” as “the moment of resistance or counterdesire that occurs when we 
sense that the difference between the verbal and visual representation might collapse . . . 
[E]kphrastic fear perceives this reciprocity [between visual and verbal art] as a dangerous 
promiscuity and tries to regulate the borders with firm distinctions between the senses, 
modes of representation, and the objects proper to each.”66 This ekphrastic fear often 
registers as the threat of an art object, associated with the female body and possessing 
sufficient power to feminize the male viewer.67 While Mitchell only considers ekphrastic 
fear in the writing of male poets, I would suggest that Finch consciously represents the 
threat from a female writer’s point of view, but does so to prove the power of the female 
poet. Specifically, she identifies the threat that painting might strike the poet “dumb,” 
which plays on the common portrayal of painting as the “Dumb-sister” of poetry by 
Dryden and others in the period.68 Here, Finch reverses the traditional gender structure by 
having the female poet resist the threat of a painted male figure who would silence her. 
Since Mitchell’s foundational work on the psychological underpinnings of 
ekphrasis, scholarship on the topic has been dominated by the figure of Medusa, who 
represents the threat of the feminized image to overpower and silence the masculine 
                                                
66 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Ekphrasis and the Other,” Picture Theory (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago, 
1994), 154-155. 
67 Mitchell gives Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci” as an example of 
this dynamic. 
68 In “To the Pious Memory of the Accomplished Young Lady Mrs Anne Killigrew, Excellent in 
the Two Sister Arts of Poesy and Painting. An Ode” John Dryden refers to painting as the “Dumb-sister” of 
poetry (l. 103), in Works of John Dryden, vol. 3: Poems, 1685-1692, eds. Earl Miner and Vinton A. 
Dearing (Berkeley: Univ. of California, 1969). In “To Sir Godfrey Kneller” Dryden associates painting 
with a beautiful but “dumb” woman (l. 3). 
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speaker.69 The use of the Medusa scenario by Mitchell and others assumes that the poet or 
speaker is masculinized and that the art object is feminized, but, as Brian Glavey 
productively points out, this “insight into the sexual politics of ekphrasis is limited by its 
assumption of the stability of masculine and feminine gender roles.” Glavey critiques the 
“heterosexist assumption” of the typical application of the Medusa paradigm that “takes 
for granted that one cannot plausibly identify with and desire the same object at the same 
time.”70 By representing an emphatically female speaker who is threatened with 
petrification when she confronts the male image of Elymas, Finch produces a Medusa 
encounter that allows us to challenge Mitchell’s and others’ assumption of the stability of 
the gender roles of ekphrasis.  
After her confrontation with Elymas, Finch interrupts her description with an 
apostrophe to Raphael, whom she praises for painting “the Negatives of Life” (83). Her 
description of the painted audience subtly explores the limitations of visual and verbal 
expression:  
Whilst to this Chiefest Figure of the Piece,  
All that surround it, Heightnings do encrease: 
In some, Amazement by Extreams is shewn,  
Who viewing his clos’d Lids, extend their Own.  
Nor can, by that, enough their Thoughts express,  
Which op’ning Mouths seem ready to confess.  
       (86-91)   
 
When faced with the failure of sight, the onlookers strain their own eyes in an attempt to 
understand the disturbing spectacle, but their vision, too, ultimately fails. Their strained 
                                                
69 See Heffernan, Museum of Words, 108-109 for a discussion of why the Medusa model should 
not be considered “a master theory of ekphrasis,” but should instead be viewed as a particular “strand” in 
the ekphrastic tradition.  
70 Glavey, “Frank O’Hara Nude with Boots,” 786. 
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eyes are paired with their gaping mouths, as both their sight and their speech are frozen. 
They “seem ready to confess” but have been struck dumb by the sight, unlike Finch who 
essentially speaks for them. In a sense, this is the standard dynamic of any ekphrasis, in 
which the poet speaks for the art object; Finch, however, reverses the traditional 
gendering of poetic ekphrasis as a way of asserting female poetic talent, which she felt 
was being suppressed and censored.   
In her most popular poem, “The Spleen,” Finch portrays the spleen’s effects, as 
well as the anxiety induced for women expecting to receive censure because of their 
writing, in similar terms of a threatening, darkening of vision: 
   O’er me alas! thou dost too much prevail: 
            I feel thy Force, whilst I against thee rail, 
I feel my Verse decay, and my crampt Numbers fail. 
Thro’ thy black Jaundice I all Objects see,  
   As Dark, and Terrible as Thee,  
My Lines decry’d and my Employment thought 
An useless Folly, or presumptuous Fault: 
   Whilst in the Muses Paths I stray,  
Whilst in their Groves, and by their secret Springs 
My Hand delights to trace unusual Things,  
And deviates from the known, and common way; 
   Nor will in fading Silks compose 
   Faintly th’ inimitable Rose,  
Fill up an ill-drawn Bird, or paint on Glass  
The Sov’reign’s blurr’d and undistinguish’d Face,  
The threatening Angel, and the speaking Ass.  
       (73-89) 
 
The “black Jaundice” of melancholy acts as a “Dark, and Terrible” lens through which 
“all Objects” are seen negatively. Specifically, this darkening of her vision causes Finch 
to expect her “Lines [to be] decry’d and [her] Employment thought / An useless Folly, or 
presumptuous Fault.” As in her refusal to withdraw from her ekphrastic description of 
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Elymas, Finch’s speaker here ultimately affirms her perseverance to continue writing 
despite the threat of censure represented by darkness. Here, Finch describes writing her 
own poetry—“My Hand delights to trace unusual Things”—as an act of drawing that is 
entirely separate and superior to such typical feminine, artistic employments as 
composing roses in “fading Silks” or “an ill-drawn Bird.” Furthermore, Finch imbues the 
division between her own elevated artistic endeavor and the lower, feminized artistic 
practices that have been assigned to women with a markedly political charge. Finch 
rejects the trite, gendered conventions of badly produced embroidery and drawings as a 
way of expressing, with her Biblical allusion to Balaam, her Jacobite disapproval of 
William of Orange, the “Sov’reign” with a “blurr’d and undistinguish’d Face.”71 Even 
though Finch dismisses the tasks linked to overtly feminized artistry here, she still finds 
that visual art can provide a worthy, radical, and liberating model that allows her to 
“deviate from the known, and common way” in her poetry.   
In the final stanza of “A Description of one of the Pieces of Tapistry,” Finch 
appeals to “Theanor” to “Expand the Scene, and open to our Sight / What to his nicer 
Judgment gives Delight” (106-107). The change in tone from confidence to humility at 
the end—with the self-deprecating reference to her “slow Imagination” (104)—somewhat 
tempers the forcefulness of her objections to the masculine domination of the arts and the 
stifling of feminine creativity at the beginning. At the same time, by the end of the poem 
Finch has successfully demonstrated her pictorial ability, which remains undiminished. 
By inviting Henry to engage with her about the reproduction of Raphael’s cartoon in the 
                                                
71 See McGovern, Anne Finch and Her Poetry, 174.  
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tapestry at Longleat, Finch reveals that her ideal model for gender and the arts is one of 
equality involving an exchange of discourse between men and women about aesthetics.72  
Strangely missing from the description of figures is St. Paul himself. After 
describing Elymas, Finch skips over to Barnabas on St. Paul’s left, omitting the 
eponymous figure of the tapestry. Unlike the rest of the figures in Raphael’s cartoon, Paul 
has his back toward the viewer, although we get a side view of his face. In a way, Finch 
seems to be standing in for St. Paul: her description follows his gaze and the direction of 
his outstretched arm and finger as she offers a detailed catalogue of many of the figures 
on the right, which Paul is facing, while she largely ignores those on the left, except for 
Barnabas. Furthermore, the description of her creative confrontation with the sorcerer and 
her subsequent poetic triumph imitates Paul’s own victory over Elymas. While Finch 
begins the poem by identifying with the feminine, visually artistic power of Arachne, at 
the end she stands in for the masculine, verbal authority of St. Paul, whose speech act 
blinds the sorcerer Elymas.73 
Finch’s triumph over Elymas reveals that the gendering of the two arts is not 
stable in this poem, but in fact shifts. In the beginning, Finch idealizes a time when 
feminine visual power predated the masculine verbal authority of books. She laments the 
domination of both arts by men in her time, but asserts her own female poetic voice. 
                                                
72 Deborah Kennedy also sees Finch’s conversation with Henry as evidence for how her social 
network supports her writing in Poetic Sisters: Early Eighteenth-Century Women Poets (Lewisburg: 
Bucknell Univ., 2013), 34. Kennedy touches on this poem as part of her literary history, which covers a 
range of Finch’s work alongside her “poetic sisters,” Elizabeth Rowe, Frances Seymour, Sarah Dixon, and 
Mary Jones. 
73 St. Paul declares, “‘And now, behold, the hand of the Lord is upon thee, and thou shalt be blind, 
not seeing the sun for a season.’ And immediately there fell on him a mist and a darkness; and he went 
about seeking some to lead him by the hand” (Acts 13:11). The King James Bible (New York: Oxford 
Edition, 1769). 
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Later in the poem, this female poetic voice confronts Raphael’s painted image, and is 
almost silenced, but perseveres. In other words, at the beginning, visual art is feminized, 
personified by Arachne, and Finch presents herself as an exception to an overwhelmingly 
masculine print culture. Towards the end, however, visual art is masculinized, 
represented by Raphael and the figure of Elymas, and poetry is feminized through the 
triumph of the female speaker’s sight over the nearly silencing darkness. In this poem, 
Finch offers a creative, intelligent, and radical re-visioning of the relationship between 
men and women in the tradition of ekphrasis. Her formulation of a female speaker 
threatened by an objectified but threatening male image provides an important challenge 
to the standard gender dynamic that is so often assumed to regulate ekphrastic 
encounters. Finch associates her creative power not only with the bold, feminine, and 
visual artistry of Arachne, but also with the authoritative, masculine, and verbal authority 
of St. Paul. Finch strongly denounces the censuring of female art in her time, but she also 
suggests that aesthetic judgment should be an act of collaboration and discourse between 
the sexes by inviting Henry to respond to her ekphrasis. Offering her own poetic ability 
as an example of female creativity, both verbal and visual, Finch proves that women need 
not be limited by the strictures of convention in ekphrastic practice.
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Chapter Two 
“Friendship, better than a Muse, inspires”: Sister Arts and Social Bonds 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Like ekphrases, verse epistles written from poets to painters often present a 
contest between the arts. With its familiar tone, however, epistolary verse also offers a 
friendly forum for poets cultivating social relationships with specific painters. John 
Dryden’s “To Sir Godfrey Kneller” (1694) and Alexander Pope’s “Epistle to Mr. Jervas 
with Dryden’s Translation of Fresnoy’s Art of Painting” (1715) established an influential 
rhetorical pattern that was imitated by a range of poets throughout the long eighteenth 
century. These verse epistles join two related traditions: the competition between the 
sister arts and the representation of same-sex friendship. Founded in sociability, these two 
discourses informed each other: eighteenth-century poets imagined poetry and painting as 
“sisters” and often staged friendly contests between the arts through the amicable genre 
of the verse epistle.  
Previous scholarship has shown how Dryden skillfully balances satiric criticism 
and genuine admiration in “To Sir Godfrey Kneller.”1 Dryden’s attitude towards painting 
is colored by professional jealousy: during his time as Poet Laureate, he witnessed court 
painters attaining greater commercial success and he therefore asserts poetry’s superiority 
                                                
1 See Cedric D. Reverand II, “Dryden on Dryden in ‘To Sir Godfrey Kneller,’” Papers on 
Language and Literature 17, no. 2 (Spring 1981): 164-180. 
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throughout the poem.2 According to James Winn, Dryden’s works of the 1690s, including 
this poem to Kneller, “display considerable practical and theoretical knowledge about the 
visual arts, but betray his fear that the increasing prestige of painting might diminish the 
importance of his own art.”3 One of the primary ways that Dryden registers his 
disapproval of the rise of visual art encroaching professionally on poetry is by feminizing 
painting. From presenting painting as a beautiful but silent woman (1-6) and mocking the 
postlapsarian cosmetic activity of Eve (91-92) to complaining that “the Painter Muse; 
though last in place / Has seiz’d the Blessing first, like Jacob’s Race” (95-96), Dryden 
repeatedly suggests the “sense of painting as female, illegitimate, and unjustly 
profitable.”4 
Although Alexander Pope’s portrayal of painting is less critical, his “Epistle to 
Mr. Jervas, With Dryden’s Translation of Fresnoy’s Art of Painting” also relies on 
gendered divisions to depict the sister arts. Dryden’s translation of Alphonse Dufresnoy’s 
Latin poem “De arte graphica,” prefaced by his own “Parallel of Poetry and Painting,” 
“brought to England knowledge of Italian art as interpreted by French criticism and 
established the basic pattern of influence from painting to poetry that was to prevail 
during the entire subsequent century.”5 By appending Dryden’s text to his own verse 
epistle, Pope situates his poem within the context of the discourse on the sister arts. 
Unlike Dryden, Pope seems less interested in the rivalry between the arts and more 
                                                
2 On the biographical context that informs Dryden’s approach, see Reverand, “Dryden on 
Dryden,” and James Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood”: Love and the Arts in the Age of Dryden (Ann 
Arbor: The University  of Michigan Press, 1992), 346-364. 
3 James Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood,” 29-30. 
4 James Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood,” 362. 
5 Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from 
Dryden to Gray (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 174. 
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committed to their cooperation, an attitude that is perhaps due to the time he spent 
studying painting in the studio of his friend Charles Jervas. Pope’s verse epistle is thus 
also a celebration of same-sex friendship; he commemorates the inspirational bond that 
he shares with Jervas in his poem.  
Pope uses the sister arts as a way of linking himself and Jervas to the prestigious 
reputations of their male predecessors, Dryden and Fresnoy. Pope hopes that in reading 
Fresnoy’s Art of Painting, translated by Dryden, Jervas will “wish” his and Pope’s “fate 
and fame” to “shine thro’ long succeeding age” (8-11). The muses of the sister arts act as 
a conduit between the poet and painter, affirming their friendship: 
Smit with the love of Sister-arts we came,  
And met congenial, mingling flame with flame;  
Like friendly colours found them both unite,  
And each from each contract new strength and light  
(13-16) 
 
By portraying himself and Jervas as “Smit with the love of Sister-arts,” Pope depicts a 
sexualized dynamic between male artists and female arts. For poets in the period, as 
Winn has shown, “references to the ‘sister arts’, a metaphor derived from the nine muses 
of ancient lore, were commonplace: male artists often described themselves as courting 
the muses, though at other times, especially in dramatic prologues, they used ‘the muse’ 
or ‘my muse’ as a fairly straightforward form of self-reference, thus temporarily 
imagining some part of their creativity as female.”6 Through this shared creativity, 
figured as their shared love of personified “Sister-arts,” the two male figures connect 
more powerfully, Pope imagines. In other words, Pope posits a heterosexual relationship 
                                                
6 James Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood, 21. 
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between artist and muse that reinforces the homosocial bond between the male poet and 
male painter. 
The model established by Dryden and Pope thus presents a particular challenge to 
female poets because it constructs an aesthetic hierarchy for the arts in which poetry is 
masculinized and painting feminized, and assumes that the poets and artists are male 
while the muses and objects of representation are female. As we can see in the image of 
the “Unmounted fan-leaf, with a bust of Alexander Pope,” which depicts the muses of the 
sister arts placing a laurel crown on a statue of Pope, the reputation of Pope as a model 
for artistic achievement persisted well into the late eighteenth century (figure 2.1). Even 
though they were writing verse epistles late in the century, Anna Barbauld, Anna Seward, 
and Amelia Opie still needed to contend with the conventions established by Dryden and 
Pope. Barbauld offers a female perspective on several of the conventions employed by 
Dryden and Pope—presenting the poem as a gift, courting a muse, and comparing poetry 
and painting—and transforms the common gendering of the arts as feminine into an 
advantage that bolsters her artistic authority and her celebration of same-sex friendship. 
Seward, in response to William Hayley’s elevation of history painting over portraiture for 
its sublime and nationalistic aesthetic, defends the value of portraiture, focuses on painted 
female figures, and celebrates subjective emotional reactions to visual art. And finally, 
writing at the close of the century, Opie re-tells the story of the maid of Corinth, whose 
masterful artistic practice combines an aesthetic and erotic gaze, serves both private 
desire and public needs, and provides a female history of the origins and development of 
visual art.  
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Anna Letitia Barbauld Claims the Sister Arts for Female Friendship 
 
In her verse epistle “To Mrs. P[riestley], with some Drawings of Birds and 
Insects” (written c. 1767, published in 1773) the poet Anna Letitia Barbauld announces 
her participation in the tradition of the sister arts by consciously adapting some of the 
language from Pope’s epistle, thus signaling her revision of the gendered dynamics of 
this tradition. At the same time, she also borrows language and imagery from her female 
poetic predecessors, specifically, drawing on Katherine Philips’s declarations of female 
friendship, Anne Killigrew’s practice of writing ekphrastic poetry about her own artwork, 
and Anne Finch’s imagery of dark retreats that foster female creativity. With these echoes 
of other pictorial poets, Barbauld situates her own exploration of the arts within a rich 
intertextual poetic tradition that includes both male and female poets. Scholarship on the 
sister arts has not yet fully explored the contributions of eighteenth-century female poets; 
by attending to Barbauld’s poem, we may gain a better understanding of the literary 
history of this tradition as well as its gendered conventions.7  
In this section, I argue that Barbauld calls upon the “kindred arts” in order to pay 
tribute to her friend, Mary Priestley, and that she responds to the male-oriented 
                                                
7 Jean Hagstrum’s The Sister Arts offers a literary history of how many canonical male poets 
participate in the sister arts. Scholarship has generally continued to focus on male poets; see Articulate 
Images: The Sister Arts from Hogarth to Tennyson, ed. Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1983) and So Rich a Tapestry: The Sister Arts and Cultural Studies, eds. Ann Hurley and 
Kate Greenspan (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1995). For scholarship that has helped to establish 
that female poets participated in this tradition, see Jacqueline Labbe, “Every Poet Her Own Drawing 
Master: Charlotte Smith, Anna Seward and ut pictura poesis” in Early Romantics: Perspectives in British 
Poetry from Pope to Wordsworth, ed. Thomas Woodman (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998); Kathryn 
Ready, “Mind Versus Matter: Anna Barbauld and the ‘Kindred Arts’ of Painting and Poetry,” Eighteenth-
Century Women: Studies in Their Lives, Work, and Culture 6 (2011): 229-252; and Lisa L. Moore, Sister 
Arts: The Erotics of Lesbian Landscapes (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011). 
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conventions of this tradition in three major ways. First, Barbauld recognizes that the 
integral artistic process in Pope’s poem—the myth that poets and painters achieve fame 
through their shared relationship with the muses—is unsuitable for her. She therefore 
replaces the sexualized dynamic between the male poet and female muse with the 
inspirational bond achieved through female friendship, proclaiming that “friendship, 
better than a Muse inspires.” Second, Barbauld claims both arts for herself. Unlike 
Dryden and Pope, who join their poetic ability to a painter’s visual artistry, Barbauld 
writes poetry about her own drawings, a practice that grounds her aesthetic evaluation of 
the relationship between literature and visual art in first-hand experience. Third, 
Barbauld’s ekphrasis—her description of her drawings of birds and insects—contains a 
subtext of protest against the conventions that relegate women to the position of objects 
rather than artists. William McCarthy has argued that the “core motive” in Barbauld’s 
poems is “grief and anger at the deprivation of birthright inflicted by her family’s and her 
culture’s oppressive construction of ‘woman,’” and he explains that these sentiments are 
often hidden and encoded in her poetry.8 Read in this manner, Barbauld’s ekphrasis 
features a coded critique of standard depictions of femininity within the arts, offering a 
pictorial complement to her more explicit confrontations of the conventions of the sister 
arts in the addresses to Priestley that frame the poem.  
Barbauld addresses this tribute to her friend and fellow Dissenter Mary Priestley, 
wife of Joseph Priestley, the famous Dissenting theologian and natural philosopher. 
                                                
8 William McCarthy, “‘We Hoped the Woman Was Going to Appear’: Repression, Desire, and 
Gender in Anna Letitia Barbauld’s Early Poems” in Romantic Women Writers: Voices and Countervoices, 
eds. Paula R. Feldman and Theresa M. Kelley (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1995), 125. 
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Barbauld first encountered the Priestleys at Warrington Academy, where Barbauld’s 
father John Aiken and Joseph Priestley both taught.9 Barbauld respected the couple and 
drew inspiration from her relationship with them; she wrote over a dozen poems in 
response to this friendship.10 Mary Priestley was one of Barbauld’s first close female 
friends.11 Barbauld composed one of her first poems for Priestley, “On Mrs. P[riestley]’s 
Leaving Warrington,” and threw it into her departing carriage. Another poem dedicated 
to this friendship, “To Mrs. P[riestley], with some Drawings of Birds and Insects,” 
simultaneously offers a personal tribute to a close friend and a profound public 
declaration of Barbauld’s participation in the tradition of the sister arts.    
By presenting her poem and drawings to Priestley, Barbauld figures her artistic 
production as a gift, a common convention in the sister arts. John Dryden’s “To Sir 
Godfrey Kneller,” for example, is as an extended thank-you note for Kneller’s gift of a 
portrait of Shakespeare. In fact, critics have suggested that Barbauld considered her 
poetic practice in terms of gift giving more generally.12 Susan Rosenbaum argues that 
“Barbauld develops a lyric aesthetic based on the miniature object” and presents many of 
her poems as gifts; “in this manner,” Rosenbaum explains, “Barbauld defines her poetic 
                                                
9 For an account of the Aikin-Barbauld family and their Dissenting community, see Religious 
Dissent and the Aikin-Barbauld Circle, 1740-1860, eds. Felicity James and Ian Inkster (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
10 See Deirdre Coleman, “Firebrands, letters and flowers: Mrs. Barbauld and the Priestleys” in 
Romantic Sociability: Social Networks and Literary Culture in Britain, 1770-1840, eds. Gillian Russell and 
Clara Tuite (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 88. 
11 See William McCarthy, Anna Letitia Barbauld: Voice of the Enlightenment (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008), 79. 
12 Angela Keane, in “The Market, The Public, and the Female Author: Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s 
Gift Economy,” Romanticism: The Journal of Romantic Culture and Criticism 8, no. 2 (2002): 161-178, 
argues that “Barbauld effaces her individual body and figures herself and her texts as part of a gift 
economy, not only in exchange or circulation but in relation . . . She thus presents her work not only as a 
commodity with the freedoms and pleasures of consumption that implies, but also as a ‘gift,’ with attendant 
obligations on the recipient and the giver” (163). 
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labor as the consolidation of private, moral community, exploiting the association of 
women’s writing with feminine handicrafts to distinguish her works from those sold for 
profit.”13 Though Rosenbaum does not discuss “To Mrs. P[riestley],” we can see a similar 
strategy at work: Barbauld associates her poetic tribute with her botanical drawings, a 
genre largely practiced by women. Through this gift, Barbauld fosters a “private, moral 
community” that includes the Priestleys. At the same time, however, Barbauld’s poem 
also provides a powerful public testament to women’s participation in the tradition of the 
sister arts, especially after its publication in Barbauld’s Poems of 1773.  
 Barbauld’s combined approach—at once offering her poem as a private gift to 
Priestley and as a public announcement of her participation in the sister arts—is deftly 
captured by her epigraph, in which Barbauld adapts two lines from Pope’s “Epistle to Mr. 
Jervas.” His lines read “The kindred arts shall in their praise conspire, / One dip the 
pencil, and one string the lyre” (with “their” referring to various female “graces”).14 
Barbauld re-writes these lines as “The kindred arts to please thee shall conspire, / One dip 
the pencil, and one string the lyre.”15 From the very beginning, Barbauld’s revision 
personalizes the aim of the “kindred arts,” and calls upon them in order to offer a tribute 
to a specific friend. As this epigraph indicates, Barbauld consciously revises the model 
                                                
13 Susan Rosenbaum, “‘A Thing Unknown, without a Name’: Anna Laetitia Barbauld and the 
Illegible Signature,” Studies in Romanticism 40, no. 3 (Fall 2011): 369-399; quotations are on 372 and 389. 
14 Alexander Pope, “Epistle to Mr. Jervas, With Dryden’s Translation of Fresnoy’s Art of 
Painting” (1716), vol. 6: Minor Poems, ed. Norman Ault of The Twickenham Edition of the Poems of 
Alexander Pope, 11 vols., gen. ed. John Butt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1951-1969), lines 69-70. 
15 The Poems of Anna Letitia Barbauld, eds. William McCarthy and Elizabeth Kraft (Athens: The 
University of Georgia Press, 1994). All quotations from Barbauld’s poetry are from this edition and line 
numbers are cited parenthetically.  
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established by Dryden and Pope in order to celebrate female artistic talent and friendship 
throughout her poem. 
For Barbauld and other female poets, the convention of such poets as Dryden and 
Pope  courting their muses presents a challenge: they must decide how to relate to this 
personification of inspiration that shares their gender. Jennifer Keith has shown how 
Katherine Philips addresses specific female friends as muses.16 Employing a similar 
strategy, Barbauld replaces the sexualized dynamic between the male poet and female 
muse with the inspirational bond achieved through female friendship. Barbauld’s verse 
epistle opens: 
Amanda bids; at her command again  
I seize the pencil, or resume the pen;  
No other call my willing hand requires,  
And friendship, better than a Muse inspires. 
(1-4)  
When she proclaims that “friendship, better than a Muse inspires,” Barbauld dismisses 
the abstract muse and elevates a specific female friend to occupy her place. Like Philips, 
Barbauld denounces the assumption that friendships between women are inferior to those 
between men: in a letter to “Miss E. Belsham, afterwards Mrs. Kenrick” (1771), Barbauld 
writes: “It is not true, what Dr. Fordyce insinuates, that women’s friendships are not 
sincere; I am sure it is not: I remember when I read it I had a good mind to have burnt the 
book for that unkind passage.”17 As her desire to incinerate Sermons for Young Women 
humorously emphasizes, Barbauld objects to the trivializing of women’s friendships. 
                                                
16 Jennifer Keith, Poetry and the Feminine from Behn to Cowper (Newark: University of Delaware 
Press, 2005), 54. 
17 The Works of Anna Lætitia Barbauld, ed. Lucy Aikin, 2 vols. (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, 
Orme, Brown, and Green, Paternoster-Row, 1825), 2:59. 
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More seriously, in her poetic practice, Barbauld celebrates female friendship by treating it 
as the highest source of poetic and artistic inspiration.  
Barbauld also addresses the “fate and fame” that Pope hopes he and Jervas may 
achieve through their participation in a network of artistic exchanges. In the final verse 
paragraph Barbauld distinguishes between the pursuit of fame by some poets and her own 
desire to honor female friendship: 
Thy friend thus strives to cheat the lonely hour,  
With song, or paint, an insect, or a flower: 
Yet if Amanda praise the flowing line,  
And bend delighted o’er the gay design,  
I envy not, nor emulate the fame 
Or of the painter’s, or the poet’s name:  
Could I to both with equal claim pretend,  
Yet far, far dearer were the name of FRIEND. 
     (121-128) 
 
In this verse (composed before her writing made her famous), Barbauld states that even 
though she may not achieve the “fame” of the poet and painter, she can still participate in 
the sister arts. In fact, by treating “friend” as a third but superior category to “painter” or 
“poet,” she defies the limited terms of this contest. Since Philips, women poets had 
claimed the discourse of same-sex friendship; here, by placing the word “FRIEND” in the 
climactic position of the poem, Barbauld uses her tribute simultaneously to affirm her 
friendship with Priestley and declare female friendship a worthy source of inspiration for 
the renowned sister arts.  
The humble tone that closes the poem—with the speaker professing to be satisfied 
by Priestley’s delight and friendship instead of desiring “fame”—has led one critic to 
read the framing addresses to Priestley as examples of “feminine grace and sisterly 
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amiability” that are at odds with “the masculine interest in politics and rivalry at the heart 
of the poem.”18 According to Michele Martinez, “in a form of paragone, Barbauld 
challenges her friend’s pencil with a fanciful description of insect wings. Yet Barbauld’s 
bold speaker retreats into feminine decorum at the poem’s conclusion, disowning the 
name of poet and finding contentment in female friendship.”19 This portrayal of 
Barbauld’s inhibition relies, however, on a misreading of artistic practice in the poem. As 
the final verse paragraph emphasizes, Barbauld presents herself as the wielder of both the 
pencil and the pen; she hopes that Priestley will be pleased by both her “flowing line” and 
her “gay design” (123-124). That Barbauld claims both visual art and poetry for herself 
is, in fact, integral to an understanding of her bold contribution to the tradition of the 
sister arts.  
At the opening of the poem, Barbauld confidently demonstrates her equal claim to 
both arts with a caesura that represents the moment of choice in which she can take up 
either the paintbrush or the pen: “I seize the pencil, or resume the pen” (2).20 Unlike 
Dryden and Pope, who liken their verses to the paintings of Kneller and Jervas, Barbauld 
practices both arts herself. Rather than reading her interest in the “rivalry” between the 
arts as “masculine” and separate from her dedication to “feminine grace and sisterly 
                                                
18 Michele Martinez, “Women Poets and the Sister Arts in Nineteenth-Century England,” 
Victorian Poetry 41, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 621-628; quotation is on 623. 
19 Ibid, 623. 
20 William McCarthy speculates that Barbauld describes the drawings of birds and insects by 
Maria Merian on display at the British Museum; see Anna Letitia Barbauld, 97. In the text of the poem, 
however, Barbauld repeatedly presents both the poem and drawings as the products of her own hand. 
During the eighteenth century, it was common practice to copy the work of famous artists, and it is possible 
that Barbauld may have based her drawings on Merian’s work (see figure 2.2). Daniel P. Watkins, in Anna 
Letitia Barbauld and Eighteenth-Century Visionary Poetics (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 
2012), also argues that Barbauld refers to her own drawings (213n5). 
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amiability,” then, I suggest that we examine how Barbauld weaves the two together. 
Practicing both arts, Barbauld proclaims female talent within the contest of the sister arts 
and simultaneously celebrates inspirational female friendship.  
Her dual talent in poetry and drawing bolsters Barbauld’s aesthetic authority, as 
she explores the boundaries between visual composition and verbal expression. As she 
offers her own sophisticated evaluation of the competing arts, her balanced syntax 
catalogues the qualities of each: 
Painting and poetry are near allied; 
The kindred arts two sister Muses guide; 
This charms the eye, that steals upon the ear; 
There sounds are tun’d; and colours blended here: 
This with a silent touch enchants our eyes, 
And bids a gayer brighter world arise: 
That, less allied to sense, with deeper art 
Can pierce the close recesses of the heart; 
By well set syllables, and potent sound, 
Can rouse, can chill the breast, can sooth, can wound; 
To life adds motion, and to beauty soul, 
And breathes a spirit through the finish’d whole: 
Each perfects each, in friendly union join’d; 
This gives Amanda form, and that her mind. 
      (5-18) 
 
While at first the treatment of painting and poetry appears to be equitable (“eye” is 
balanced by “ear,” and “colours” matched by “sounds”), Barbauld ultimately presents 
poetry as the “deeper art” because it penetrates beyond sensory perception into the “close 
recesses of the heart.” With her focus on how language and visual art affect 
consciousness, Barbauld may have been drawing on Locke’s “location of selfhood in 
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consciousness,” as Kathryn Ready has shown.21 In fact, many of Barbauld’s comments 
reveal her familiarity with the discourse of the competing arts: she reproduces the 
common characterization of painting as primarily spatial and poetry as primarily 
temporal.22 
Though Barbauld reiterates some of the standard commentary, she also turns the 
traditional gendering of the arts as feminine into an advantage. After offering a fairly 
typical assessment of the competing arts, Barbauld then relates them directly to Priestley: 
“Each perfects each, in friendly union join’d; / This gives Amanda’s form, and that her 
mind” (17-18). Here, Barbauld repeats the common claim that painting better represents 
physical appearance, while poetry better represents internal thought or character, but her 
description of the two arts “perfect[ing]” each other “in friendly union join’d” 
simultaneously compares the relationship between the arts to her own friendship with 
Priestley. By describing painting and poetry “in friendly union join’d,” Barbauld evokes 
the diction of marriage, a convention frequently employed in poetry of same-sex 
friendship and exemplified in the poetry of Katherine Philips.23  
In these moments, Barbauld merges language from the discourse of same-sex 
friendship with her aesthetic evaluation of the arts. When she describes painting and 
                                                
21 Kathryn Ready, “Mind versus Matter: Anna Barbauld and the ‘Kindred Arts,’” 241.  
22 Ibid, 237. 
23 Harriette Andreadis argues that Katherine “Philips’ use of the discourse of ‘union’ both to 
affirm her passion for her female friends in her poems and to create a sociofamilial network of intimate 
relations exemplifies female appropriation of masculine—and masculinist—ideology” (525) in “Re-
Configuring Early Modern Friendship: Katherine Philips and Homoerotic Desire,” Studies in English 
Literature, 1500-1900 46, no. 3 (Summer 2006): 523-542. Here, I am not suggesting that Barbauld’s 
address to Priestley expresses same-sex desire, but I would argue that Barbauld consciously applies the 
“discourse of ‘union’” dominant in the tradition of poetry about same-sex male friendships to female 
friendship.   
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poetry as “near allied,” she alludes to Dryden’s celebration of friendship in his poem on 
the death of Oldham: “For sure our Souls were near ally’d; and thine / Cast in the same 
Poetic mould with mine.”24 By evoking the language of same-sex friendship from Philips, 
Dryden, and Pope, Barbauld forges a connection between the imagined sister arts and the 
reality of sisterly friendships. In response to a tradition that presents the bond between 
male artists and female arts, Barbauld capitalizes on the feminization of the arts, likening 
her own relationship with Priestley to the ideal relationship between the metaphorical 
sister arts.  
Framed by addresses to Priestley, the center of the verse epistle contains an 
elaborate description of the drawings of birds and insects that accompanied the poem.25 
Previous scholarship, particularly on “To a Mouse,” provides a strong precedent for 
reading Barbauld’s descriptions of animals as allegories for human conditions or as social 
critiques.26 In this ekphrasis, I suggest, Barbauld differentiates between songbirds, which 
represent poetic or artistic creators, and insects, which stand for the objects of 
representation. Just as insects are literally the natural prey of birds who “cleave the 
crumbling bark for insect food” (23), the insects as objects of representation are 
figuratively vulnerable to the artists that construct them. Through her use of a clever pun 
                                                
24 John Dryden, “To the Memory of Mr. Oldham” (1684), vol. 2: Poems 1681-1684, ed. H. T. 
Swedenberg of The Works of John Dryden (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1972), lines 3-4. 
25 Unfortunately, no manuscript version of the poem survives today, and we have no copy of the 
drawings; most of Barbauld’s papers have been destroyed or lost. An album that Mary Priestley kept of 
Barbauld’s poetry was also destroyed in the Birmingham Riot; see William McCarthy, Anna Letitia 
Barbauld, xviii. 
26 For an overview of recent trends in the scholarship of “To a Mouse” as “a musine allegory of 
human rights,” a commentary on “eighteenth-century women’s increasing participation in scientific 
culture,” or as questioning “the potentially damaging nature of the scientific mindset,” see Olivia Murphy, 
“Riddling Sibyl, Uncanny Cassandra: Barbauld’s Recent Critical Reception” in McCarthy and Murphy, 
eds., Anna Letitia Barbauld: New Perspectives, 277-298; quotations are on 280-283. 
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on nymphs as both insects and damsels, Barbauld critiques the typical dynamic in which 
women were relegated to the position of objects rather than agents of creativity and 
representation. As poet and artist, Barbauld associates herself with the “feather’d tribe” 
(20), and she subtly criticizes the artistic conventions that portray femininity as beautiful, 
sensual, and aimless.  
When she describes her own visual art in verse, Barbauld resembles Anne 
Killigrew, who wrote ekphrastic poetry about her own paintings almost a century 
earlier.27 With her dual talent in poetry and painting, Killigrew would have offered a 
model for female achievement in the sister arts. Although Barbauld may not have read 
Poems by Mrs Anne Killigrew (1686), the volume of Killigrew’s poetry published 
posthumously and never reprinted, she would have seen Killigrew’s poems in the popular 
mid-century Poems by Eminent Ladies (1755).28 In fact, Barbauld herself was included in 
the later edition of this collection, Poems by the Most Eminent Ladies of Great-Britain 
and Ireland (1780). Integral to Killigrew’s legacy, John Dryden’s elegy “To the Pious 
Memory of the Accomplisht Young LADY Mrs Anne Killigrew, Excellent in the two 
Sister-Arts of Poesie, and Painting” presents Killigrew as a talented practitioner of the 
sister arts, at one point representing her as a poetic conqueror invading the realm of 
painting.29  
                                                
27 See “St. John Baptist Painted by her self in the Wilder-ness, with Angels appearing to him, and 
with a Lamb by him,” “Herodias Daughter presenting to her Mother St. John’s Head in a Charger, also 
Painted by her self,” and “On a Picture Painted by her self, representing two Nimphs of Diana’s, one in a 
posture to Hunt, the other Batheing in Poems by Mrs Anne Killigrew (1686). 
28 Poems by Eminent Ladies (London: R. Baldwin, 1755) was reprinted many times and was 
reissued as Poems by the Most Eminent Ladies of Great-Britain and Ireland.  
29 John Dryden, “To the Pious Memory of the Accomplisht Young LADY Mrs Anne Killigrew, 
Excellent in the two Sister-Arts of Poesie, and Painting. An Ode,” vol. 3: Poems, 1685-1692, eds. Earl 
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With a similar emphasis on martial metaphors, Barbauld first offers vaguely 
political descriptions of an eagle and pheasant in her ekphrasis. Resonating with Thomas 
Gray’s “Theban eagle” “Sailing with supreme dominion / Through the azure deep of 
air,”30 Barbauld’s eagle is characterized primarily by his keen predatory visual power: 
“Thro’ the wide waste of air he darts his sight” and “marks his destin’d victim” with a 
“cruel eye” (37-40). With a nod to Pope’s pheasant in Windsor-Forest, Barbauld then 
describes a “silver” pheasant with “his purple crest” as a “beauteous captive . . . 
oppress’d by bondage, and our chilly spring” (47-54). By writing about the birds in this 
manner, Daniel Watkins explains, Barbauld “is able to think imaginatively about nations 
and violence and imperialism—about human experience—without becoming too weighed 
down by historical specificity, for which she would be obliged to account.”31 In her 
section on “the proud giant of the beetle race” who “O’er many an inch extends his wide 
domain” (113, 119), Barbauld “swerves into mock-heroic,” according to Isobel Grundy, 
“combining the technique of Dryden’s MacFlecknoe (‘Through all the Realms of Non-
sense, absolute’) with an echo of Johnson’s Vanity of Human Wishes: ‘O’er love, o’er 
fear, extends his wide Domain.’”32 From her explicit appropriation of an epigraph from 
Pope to her much more subtle echoes of the language and imagery of Dryden, Philips, 
Finch, Johnson, Gray and others, Barbauld demonstrates her interaction with a rich 
Augustan tradition through her ekphrastic practice.  
                                                                                                                                            
Miner and Vinton A. Dearing of The Works of John Dryden (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1969), lines 89-105. 
30 Thomas Gray, The Progress of Poesy. A Pindaric Ode, The Poems of Thomas Gray, William 
Collins, and Oliver Goldsmith, ed. Roger Lonsdale (New York: W. W. Norton, 1969), lines 115-117. 
31 Daniel Watkins, Anna Letitia Barbauld and Eighteenth-Century Visionary Poetics, 99. 
32 Isobel Grundy, “‘Slip-Shod Measure’ and ‘Language of Gods’: Barbauld’s Stylistic Range” in 
McCarthy and Murphy, eds., Anna Letitia Barbauld: New Perspectives, 37-58; quotation is on 32.  
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While the contrast between the eagle and the pheasant vaguely suggests a political 
focus, the contrast between the songbirds and insects instead allegorizes the gendered 
conventions of artistic representation.33 Unlike the eagle and the pheasant, which are 
referred to with male pronouns, the songbirds appear collectively without any explicit 
gender references.  
To claim the verse, unnumber’d tribes appear 
That swell the music of the vernal year 
Seiz’d with the spirit of the kindly May 
They sleek the glossy wing, and tune the lay 
  (55-58) 
 
Claiming “the verse” and tuning “the lay” (a word that denotes both “a short lyric or 
narrative poem intended to be sung” and “the song of birds” in the eighteenth century), 
the songbirds embody poetic qualities.34 When winter arrives, the songbirds “Pursue the 
circling sun’s indulgent ray, / Course the swift seasons, and o’ertake the day” (71-71). 
Pursuing the sun, which is classically associated with Apollo, the god of poetry, “the 
songbirds take on the identity of poets following the prophetic spirit of the sun,” as 
Watkins explains.35 Barbauld offers a rich sensory description of the poetic songbirds and 
a heightened sense of their natural freedom, as they fly off into the horizon.  
                                                
33 Adelaide Morris has argued that all of Barbauld’s birds “symbolize” “literary women” of 
various “genres and types”: she sees the eagle as the poet “marking a satiric target,” the pheasant as “the 
parvenu novelists, whose flight is confined by a patriarchal ‘wiry net’ which denies women’s autonomy 
and contains their writing in the cult of sensibility,” and the songbirds as a “self-fashioning middle class” of 
female poets marked by their “lack of seriousness” in “Woman Speaking to Women: Retracing the 
Feminine in Anna Laetitia Barbauld,” Women’s Writing 10, no. 1 (2003): 47-72; see especially 56-61. 
Because Barbauld refers to both the eagle and the pheasant with male pronouns, I find it difficult to read 
them as representative of women writers. Instead, I argue that the songbirds represent poets generally (both 
male and female). 
34 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “lay, n.4,” accessed 24 July 2015. 
35 Daniel P. Watkins, Anna Letitia Barbauld and Eighteenth-Century Visionary Poetics, 101. In 
contrast, Morris reads the sun as a symbol for man and the birds’ pursuit of the sun as middle-class female 
poets “seek[ing] protection in marriage” in “Woman Speaking to Women,” 59. 
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Earlier, at the opening of the third verse paragraph, Barabuld reveals her own 
identification with the poetic “tribe” of songbirds. After her introduction to the 
competition between the arts, Barbauld writes, “But humbler themes my artless hand 
requires, / Nor higher than the feather’d tribe aspires” (19-20; emphasis mine). The first 
line of this couplet has led some critics to read Barbauld’s speaker as self-effacing.36 
Barbauld’s suggestion that the “unnumber’d tribes” of songbirds metaphorically 
represent poets in the ekphrastic section reveals a more sly and paradoxical construction 
at work within this couplet. Rather than voicing a sincere expression of Barbauld’s 
diffidence, the first line can instead be read as a humility topos, which Barbauld 
immediately undercuts by linking her artistic ambition to the flight of (poetic) birds in the 
following line. 
The transition—from the poetic songbirds that chase the sun and “o’ertake the 
day” to “Not so the Insect race”—immediately signals the contrast Barbauld intends to 
draw between the two groups. Her pictorial description of “the Insect race” does not 
obviously promote one one art over another. Instead, Barbauld’s emphasis on the 
limitations placed on these insects, despite their creative aspirations, begins to sound 
eerily like a metaphor for women. Like the songbirds, the insects are described 
collectively, without any explicit gender identification at first:   
Not so the Insect race, ordain’d to keep  
                                                
36 Michelle Levy, for example, explicates this line as a sign that “Barbauld retreats from her 
evaluation of the respective merits of the ‘kindred arts’ . . . thus denigrating both her chosen subject matter 
and her poetic ability”; see “Barbauld’s Poetic Career in Script and Print” in McCarthy and Murphy, eds., 
Anna Letitia Barbauld: New Perspectives, 37-58; the quotation is on 50. Similarly, on Barbauld’s 
relationship to the sister arts more generally, Michele Martinez argues that “Anna Barbauld feminized the 
male writer’s approach to art, representing the decorum and limits of the lady writer” in “Women Poets and 
the Sister Arts in Nineteenth-Century England,” 623. 
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The lazy sabbath of a half-year’s sleep. 
Entomb’d, beneath the filmy web they lie, 
And wait the influence of a kinder sky; 
When vernal sun-beams pierce their dark retreat, 
The heaving tomb distends with vital heat; 
The full-form’d brood impatient of their cell 
Start from their trance, and burst their silken shell; 
Trembling a-while they stand, and scarcely dare 
To launch at once upon the untried air: 
At length assur’d, they catch the favouring gale, 
And leave their sordid spoils, and high in Ether sail.  
      (73-84) 
 
The “heaving tomb,” though clearly enough a cocoon, takes on the sense of a womb, 
birthing this “brood” of creatures that have been forced to await their liberation in “silken 
shell[s]” in a conflation of imagery that begins to suggest the feminine nature of this 
condition. The insects collectively occupy a “dark retreat” that resembles the “sunless 
haunts” and “cool damp grotto” that foster female creativity in “A Summer Evening’s 
Meditation” (18, 19), a poem in the tradition of Anne Finch’s “A Nocturnal Reverie.”  
Barbauld draws an explicit connection between the insects and women when she 
plays with the pun on “nymphs” as both insects and damsels.37 She compares the insects 
bursting forth to nymphs emerging from trees in Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered (1581). 
Barbauld might also have been aware that Handel’s opera Rinaldo (1711, revived in 
1731) contained a similar scene.38 An English translation of Tasso’s poem published in 
London in 1764 describes this episode:  
While round the champion cast a doubtful view,  
A greater wonder his attention drew: 
A lab’ring oak a sudden cleft disclos’d,  
                                                
37 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. “nymph, n. 2b and 3,” accessed 24 July 2015. 
38 Dryden imitates this scene in King Arthur (1691; Act IV) and Handel’s opera Rinaldo (1711) 
was loosely based on Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered. 
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And from its bark a living birth expos’d; 
Whence (passing all belief!) in strange array, 
A lovely damsel issu’d to the day. 
A hundred diff’rent trees the knight beheld, 
Whose fertile wombs a hundred nymphs reveal’d. 
As oft in pictur’d scenes we see display’d  
Each graceful goddess of the sylvan shade; 
With arms expos’d, with vesture girt around, 
With purple buskins, and with hair unbound: 
Alike to view, before the hero stood 
These shadowy daughters of the wond’rous wood; 
Save that their hands nor bows nor quiver wield; 
But this a harp, and that a timbrel held.39 
 
Even in Tasso’s version the nymphs are associated with the sister arts: they resemble 
painted figures and they hold musical instruments. When Tasso compares Rinaldo’s 
vision of the nymphs with “pictur’d scenes” featuring sensual “graceful goddess[es],” he 
expects his readers to easily imagine this common portrayal of grouped female figures 
(such as in Botticelli’s La Primavera). In eighteenth-century painting as well, nymphs 
appear pervasively as sexually objectified female figures. 
When Barbauld compares her insects to the nymphs of Tasso’s poem, she draws 
attention to the common representation of women within the sister arts: as the sensually 
depicted female figures of paintings, composed for masculine viewing pleasure. Barbauld 
employs an epic simile to compare her insects to the nymphs of Tasso’s poem, thus 
emphasizing their feminine association and elevating the episode to grander proportions: 
So when Rinaldo struck the conscious rind,  
He found a nymph in every trunk confin’d; 
The forest labours with convulsive throes, 
The bursting trees the lovely births disclose, 
                                                
39 Torquato Tasso, Jerusalem delivered; an heroic poem: translated from the Italian of Torquato 
Tasso, by John Hoole, vol. 2. 2nd ed. (London: printed for R. and J. Dodsley, P. Valliant [sic], T. Davies, J. 
Newbery and Z. Stuart, 1764), XVIII, lines 169-184. Eighteenth Century Collections Online.  
  
87 
And a gay troop of damsels round him stood, 
Where late was rugged bark and lifeless wood. 
Lo! the bright train their radiant wings unfold, 
With silver fring’d and freckl’d o’er with gold: 
On the gay bosom of some fragrant flower 
They idly fluttering live their little hour; 
Their life all pleasure, and their task all play, 
All spring their age, and sunshine all their day.   
     (86-96) 
 
Barbauld conflates Rinaldo’s discovered nymphs with her own depicted insects: by 
shifting into the present tense at “Lo!” Barbauld moves seamlessly from the “gay troop of 
damsels” back to the insects with their “radiant wings” of “silver” and “gold.” Her 
description of the insects as nymphs—with their dazzling wings and their carefree 
pleasure-filled existence—illustrates how women are traditionally depicted in art. Unlike 
the poetic songbirds, whose freedom is symbolized by their ability to fly to the horizon, 
the nymphs are beautiful but limited: their “radiant wings” are aesthetic rather than 
functional. Able only to “idly fluttering live their little hour,” the nymphs live a brief, 
restricted, and frivolous existence. By emphasizing the limitations of the feminized 
insects as nymphs, Barbauld criticizes an artistic tradition that relegates women to the 
positions of beautiful objects rather than creative artists.  
In addition to being defined primarily by their beauty, the insects as nymphs are 
relegated to the realm of pleasure. In a different poem of female friendship, “To a Lady, 
with some Painted Flowers,” Barbauld again links pleasure to another common artistic 
symbol of femininity: flowers. Barbauld compares her friend to flowers “born for 
pleasure and delight alone” (14), a line that resonates with her description of the 
nymphs—“Their life all pleasure”—in “To Mrs. P[riestley].” By playing on the double 
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meaning of “copy,” Barbauld associates the artist with her drawing: “Nor blush, my fair, 
to own you copy these; / Your best, your sweetest empire is—to please” (17-18). Because 
of her apparent celebration of feminine “pleasure and delight,” some critics, from the 
eighteenth century to today, have accused Barbauld of complicity in oppressive 
masculine discourses. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Mary Wollstonecraft 
famously lambasted Barbauld’s “To a Lady” for glorifying feminine weakness and the 
desire to please. Of Barbauld’s comparison of women to flowers, Wollstonecraft writes, 
“This has ever been the language of men, and the fear of departing from a supposed 
sexual character, has made even women of superior sense adopt the same sentiments.”40 
Recently, Sam George has traced how such male poets as Pope and Swift use floral 
imagery to represent female bodies as beautiful but ultimately weak or defective; he 
asserts that Barbauld reproduces this “discourse on luxuriant femininity expressed 
through floral language.”41  
Instead of passively reiterating derogatory symbols of femininity, however, 
perhaps Barbauld was consciously addressing some of the most common artistic symbols 
of femininity: nymphs and flowers. Some of Barbauld’s recent literary critics have 
worked to vindicate “To a Lady.” Adelaide Morris suggests that Wollstonecraft “fails to 
detect Barbauld’s biting sarcasm” and that it “seems improbable that by 1792, Barbauld 
                                                
40 Mary Wollstonecraft, “Chapter 4: Observations on The State of Degradation to Which Woman 
is Reduced by Various Causes,” A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, ed. Sylvana Tomaselli (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 128. 
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is on 218. 
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could have been proposing women for ‘pleasure and delights alone.’”42 Instead of reading 
Barbauld’s statement as ironic, William McCarthy argues that, with its affirmation and 
insistence on sensual female “pleasure,” “To a Lady,” can be read as taking a feminist 
position.43 On the one hand, in “To a Lady,” Barbauld seems to want to redeem flower 
painting, an artistic genre practiced mostly by women, and to celebrate female pleasure. 
Despite the frequent dismissal of flower painting as amateur art, Ann Bermingham 
suggests “precisely because it was so closely associated with women, flower painting 
legitimated women’s artistic endeavors, and so gave women a kind of cultural agency 
and, finally, authority.”44 On the other hand, in “To Mrs. P[riestley],” Barbauld shows 
that defining feminine experience as consisting solely of delight and pleasure is a fantasy 
obviously negated by lived experience.  
Defined by beauty and pleasure, nymphs and flowers both symbolize the 
idealization of femininity in art. “To Mrs. P[riestley]” criticizes the realm of pleasure, 
contrasting it with “glory, virtue” and “Heaven.” After describing the nymphs’ languid 
state, the speaker continues: 
Not so the child of sorrow, wretched man, 
His course with toil concludes, with pain began: 
That his high destiny he might discern, 
And in misfortune’s school this lesson learn, 
Pleasure’s the portion of th’ inferior kind; 
But glory, virtue, Heaven for Man design’d. 
(97-102)   
  
                                                
42 Adelaide Morris, “Woman Speaking to Women,” 53. 
43 See William McCarthy, “We Hoped the Woman Was Going to Appear,’” 126.  
44 Ann Bermingham, Learning to Draw: Studies in the Cultural History of a Polite and Useful Art 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 202. 
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Barbauld’s repetition of the construction “Not so…” outlines the differences she wishes 
to draw: the insects and nymphs are unlike the poetic songbirds, and humans are unlike 
the insects and nymphs. By presenting “pleasure” as the “portion of th’ inferior kind,” 
Barbauld suggests that pleasure has been allotted to the nymphs rather than chosen by 
them. Depicted as beautiful, sensual, and idle creatures, the nymphs exemplify an artistic 
fantasy of feminine existence wholly separate from the lived reality of women. With the 
universalizing impulse to ponder the “high destiny” of humankind, Barbauld forcefully 
separates the state of pleasure, which has been represented as feminine within art, from 
human experience, which involves hardship and suffering as well as redemption. 
The year after “To Mrs. P[riestley]” was published in Barbauld’s Poems (1773), 
Mary Scott offered her own tribute to Barbauld in The Female Advocate (1774), a poetic 
encomium that features a range of female intellectuals. “With this pantheon of over sixty 
accomplished women from the sixteenth century to her own day,” Moira Ferguson 
explains, “Scott displays the extent and development of female learning and culture and 
effectively sketches a highly concentrated (and versified) female literary history.”45 Scott 
presents Barbauld in the final position within this female literary history, a placement that 
emphasizes her esteem for the poet. In her own “joyful tribute” to Barbauld, Scott calls 
upon the language of the sister arts: 
Fir’d with the Music, Aikin, of thy lays, 
To thee the Muse a joyful tribute pays; 
Transported dwells on that harmonious line, 
Where taste, and spirit, wit, and learning shine; 
Where Fancy’s hand her richest colourings lends, 
                                                
45 Moira Ferguson, “‘The Cause of My Sex’: Mary Scott and the Female Literary Tradition,” 
Huntington Library Quarterly 50, no. 4 (Autumn 1987): 359-377; quotation is on 370. 
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And ev’ry shade in just proportion blends. 
How fair, how beauteous to our gazing eyes 
Thy vivid intellectual paintings rise! 
We feel thy feelings, glow with all thy fires, 
Adopt thy thoughts, and pant with thy desires.46 
 
Blending the language of music and visual art in her praise of Barbauld’s poetry, Scott 
situates Barbauld’s work in the realm of the sister arts. Scott refers to Barbauld’s poems 
as “vivid intellectual paintings” that stun her readers’ “gazing eyes.” By figuring 
Barbauld’s poems as paintings, Scott offers a testament to Barbauld’s pictorial power and 
to her lasting legacy for the female poets following her.  
 
Sublimity and Sensibility: Epistles by William Hayley and Anna Seward 
To George Romney 
The founding of the Royal Academy of Arts in 1768 marked a distinct shift in the 
relationship between the sister arts; “this was the moment,” according to Richard Altick, 
“when art derived from English literature achieved what might be called official status. It 
seemed to conform to, or fulfill, two of the major premises on which the conventional 
aesthetic theory of the age was based: ut pictura poesis and the conviction that history 
painting was the loftiest kind of art.”47 For poets thinking about the sister arts in the late 
eighteenth century, then, the cultural prestige of history painting offered an avenue for 
the visual depiction of literary scenes, especially those from Shakespeare and Milton. We 
can see this combination of the old belief in history painting as the highest genre and the 
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new belief that English literature could be commemorated respectably through painting in 
the work of William Hayley, an important commentator on the sister arts, though little 
scholarship is written on him today. Along with his friend the painter George Romney, 
Hayley participated in the foundation of Boydell’s Shakespeare Gallery, an institution 
that epitomizes this trend with its high aspirations for the inspirational relationship 
between literature and visual art. 
As Dryden, Pope, and Finch had addressed verse epistles to the painters Godfrey 
Kneller and Charles Jervas, so William Hayley and Anna Seward directed their epistles 
on the sister arts to the painters George Romney and Joseph Wright. This particular group 
of painters and poets participated in an intellectual exchange dedicated to the 
development of the sister arts. In his advice to painters, Hayley follows in the footsteps of 
Dryden and Pope by forcefully recommending history painting; Pope, for example, wrote 
to Jervas: “I long to see you a History Painter. You have already done enough for the 
Private, do something for the Publick; and be not confined, like the rest, to draw only 
such silly stories as our own faces tell of us.”48 In similar terms, Hayley also consistently 
advocates history painting as a nationalist service, hoping to prompt Romney and Wright 
to abandon portraiture. Seward, by contrast, defends the value of portraits and celebrates 
the ability of visual art to produce an array of emotional reactions within individual 
viewers beyond civic pride. 
Hayley establishes his account of the sister arts in the ambitious Epistle on 
Painting, Addressed to George Romney (1778), which was considered his “first major 
                                                
48 “Pope to Jervas” (29 November 1716), The Correspondence of Alexander Pope, ed. George 
Sherburn (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 377. 
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printed work.”49  “In terms of output,” Romney was considered “London’s most 
fashionable portrait painter” after 1775.50 Hayley presents Romney as an important figure 
who has been chosen by the personified “Art” (3) to “spread her empire o’er this 
honour’d land” (4). More specifically, Hayley attempts to combat French “Theorists” 
who “with System blind / Prescribe false limits to the British mind” (15-16) by offering a 
catalogue of eminent painters as evidence of British artistic talent. Hayley personifies 
painting as a “sweet Nymph” (19) who bestows on Britain “Those charms which once her 
fav’rite ATHENS knew” (22), then, traces the rise of art through the reigns of British 
monarchs, a narrative he adapts from Horace Walpole’s “Anecdotes of Painting.”  
Throughout his account of the arts under English monarchs, Hayley links the 
flourishing of painting with the state of “freedom” in the country, a common Whig trope 
most elaborately developed in James Thomson’s Liberty (1735-1736). Hayley claims, for 
example, that while the power of art surged at the beginning of Queen Anne’s reign—
represented by “Thornhill’s blaze of Allegory gilt” (101)—it declined at the end of her 
life, when “Freedom” was threatened by “Contending Factions” (103), a euphemism for 
the Tory ministry of Anne’s final years. With such political precariousness, “Painting, 
soft timid Nymph, still chose to roam, / And fear’d to settle in this shaking Dome” (105-
106). While many eighteenth-century writers on the sister arts felt keenly that England’s 
history of painting fell short when compared to the Italian Renaissance, Hayley here 
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rationalizes England’s previous lack of impressive artwork by attributing it to political 
unrest in a similar manner to Dryden’s comment that “Thus in a stupid Military State, / 
The Pen and Pencil find an equal Fate” in “To Sir Godfrey Kneller” (51-52).  
After the end of the Seven Years’ War, Hayley locates the firm establishment of 
painting in England, presided over by Sir Joshua Reynolds under the reign of George III: 
When BRITAIN triumph’d, thro’ her wide domain, 
O’er France, supported by imperious SPAIN,  
And, fated with her Laurels’ large increase,  
Began to cultivate the plants of Peace; 
Fixt by kind Majesty’s protecting hand, 
Painting, no more an alien in our land,  
First smil’d to see, on this propitious ground,  
Her Temples open’d, and her altars crown’d: 
And Grace, the first attendant of her train, 
She, whom APELLES wooed, nor wooed in vain, 
To REYNOLDS gives her undulating line, 
And Judgment doats upon his chaste design. 
(115-125) 
 
Hayley thus links the cultivation of the “plants of peace” with the flourishing of visual art 
in England. Reynolds, the first president of the Royal Academy of Arts, ushers in a new 
age of artistic renown for the country. In such a peaceful state, the sister arts finally 
thrive: 
Oh! let the Sisters, who, with friendly aid,  
The Grecian Lyre, and Grecian Pencil sway’d,  
Who join’d their rival Powers with fond delight,  
To grace each other with reflected Light,  
Let them in BRITAIN thus united reign,  
And double lustre from that union gain! 
(495-500)  
 
Hayley’s diction presents the bond between “the Sisters” as simultaneously friendly and 
competitive. By joining “their rival Powers,” the sister arts gain a “double lustre from that 
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union.” Hayley’s vision of the joined sister arts features a hyperbolic confidence and 
sense of timelessness and security that contrasts with the models of Dryden and Pope. At 
the end of his epistle to Jervas, for example, Pope undercuts the achievements of the 
united sister arts by focusing on the destructive force of time: “Alas! How little from the 
grave we claim? / Thou but preserv’st a Face and I a Name” (77-78). As Morris Brownell 
has shown, Pope’s poem is concerned less with the boundaries between the two arts than 
with “the relationship of the artist to time, of his art to eternity.”51 Hayley’s version lacks 
such a sense of modesty; by working together and complimenting one another, literature 
and visual art can achieve for Britain the timeless artistic accomplishment and fame of 
ancient Greece. 
On a global level, Hayley suggests that the rise of art reflects the ascendency of 
England’s power as a country, and, on a social level, Hayley claims that the rise of visual 
art educates the populace and kindles their patriotism. Hayley praises the annual art 
shows, which he claims serve as “schools of public virtue” that may even inspire “the 
young soldier” who “can never be more warmly animated to the service of his country, 
than by gazing, with the delighted public, on a sublime picture of the expiring hero, who 
died with glory in her defence” (Note L to line 165). For Hayley, the greatest scenes of 
visual art are “sublime” and the greatest affective response that painting can bestow on its 
viewers is patriotic pride. This representation of the “young soldier” drawing martial 
inspiration from a “sublime picture” epitomizes Hayley’s praise for visual art in the 
poem.  
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 In her own “Epistle to Mr. Romney, Being Presented by Him with a Picture of 
William Hayley, Esq.,” Seward thanks the painter for a portrait of Hayley and offers her 
own vision for the sister arts. By replicating Hayley’s opening apostrophe, “Ingenious 
Romney,” Seward signals her engagement with Hayley’s earlier poem (1). She praises 
Hayley’s Epistle on Painting when she writes 
But when at length upon the general sight 
Rose his [Hayley’s] gay Muse, array’d in classic light, 
Full on thy science her warm effluence shone, 
And mark’d its dear relation to her own, 
Painting and Poetry on one bright throne; 
And ’mid their mutual votaries display’d  
The kindred excellence that ne’er shall fade.  
(9-15) 
 
Hayley’s text, according to Seward, glorifies the relation between the two sister arts, 
joined together in “kindred excellence.” Though Seward compliments Hayley, her own 
aesthetic evaluation differs greatly from his: ultimately, she upholds, rather than 
condemns, the value of portraiture and defines the value of visual art according to the 
subjective emotional responses of individual viewers, rather than by its contribution to 
the image of the country’s political and military might.  
Much of Seward’s commentary on the sister arts continues the tradition 
represented by Dryden and Pope. Like Pope, who presents himself and Jervas united by 
their “wand’ring fancy” (23), Seward associates her own poetic inspiration with 
Romney’s painterly talent by invoking “Fancy, promptress of the waking dream” (20). 
Unlike Barbauld, Seward replicates the figure of the generalized female Muse, who rules 
over the sister arts, a common figure in poetry by the male poets within the tradition (26). 
In her assessment of the rival arts, Seward also repeats the unvaried, common assertion 
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that poetry surpasses painting because it features temporal progression: “Successive 
pictures rise before the mind” (56). Seward continues, 
Here Poesy o’er Painting proudly towers, 
Nor boasts unjustly her superior powers; 
Since, though to Painting’s free and ardent hand, 
Is given to wake each form of fair and grand; 
To rival Nature with her varied hues; 
To speak a language of the loftiest muse; 
Yet, to a point of time her force restrain’d, 
One fixed effect can only be attain’d 
By the slow labour of revolving days, 
Though Art consummate on the canvas blaze. 
(57-66) 
 
Like Barbauld, who asserts that poetry “to life adds motion, and to beauty soul” (15), 
Seward reiterates the common claim that painting’s powers of representation are limited 
“to a point of time” and “one fixed effect only.” In a similar manner to Pope’s 
comment—“How finish’d with illustrious toil appears / This small, well-polish’d gem, 
the work of years!” (39-40)—Seward’s verses draw attention to the immense “slow 
labour” required to produce a painting that is then “restrain’d” to one static image. When 
she later portrays painting as a “great Magician” (81), she mirrors Dryden’s portrayal of 
Anne Killigrew’s artistic ability as a kind of “magic” (133). 
Though much of her aesthetic commentary extends the traditional discourse on 
the sister arts, Seward does make one major shift from the typical tropes by focusing on 
female figures. In many of the moments that she seems to adapt from Hayley’s epistles, 
Seward replaces Hayley’s focus on a masculinized sublime artistic scene with one that 
describes a female figure in a more sentimentalized tone. Hayley, for example, devotes a 
long section of his verse to encouraging Romney to paint Satan from Milton’s Paradise 
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Lost: “Let thy bold Pencil, more sublimely true, / Present his Arch Apostate to our view, / 
In worthier Semblance of infernal Pow’r, / And proudly standing like a stately tow’r . . .” 
(527-530). When Seward, on the other hand, considers what aspect of Milton’s epic 
would best compete with visual art, she praises his “sweet Eve” who “vies” with 
“Raphael’s Mary” (42-43). In their attempts to recommend literary scenes to be 
commemorated in visual art, Hayley promotes masculinized, sublime images, while 
Seward instead offers important female figures who can represent a range of possible 
affective responses for the viewer.  
Like many of the other female poets in this literary history, Seward takes the 
usual feminization of visual art as derogatory and presents it instead as painting’s greatest 
strength. Though poetry “triumphs” in its temporal progression, “Painting knows / A 
power more precious; on affection’s woes” (67-68). In her elevation of painting, Seward 
values visual art’s sympathetic powers: “To shed a softer, more chearing ray, / Than 
beams from Mason’s, or from Hayley’s lay” (67-70). Painting, then, wields an affective 
power that poetry lacks. By commanding the reader to “See lovely Susan” (71), Seward 
launches into an ekphrastic description of the kind of scene that could play on 
“affection’s woes.” Unlike Hayley’s chief representative of painting’s emotional power, 
the young soldier, Seward’s “lovely Susan” represents elegiac solitude instead of martial 
prowess. She “stands” bereft on “the sea-beach” (71) while William sails away until 
“distance veils him on the misty deep” (77). Seward attributes to painting the power of 
accomplishing an illusive defeat of death:  
O Painting! great Magician! thine the power 
That gilds unhappy Susan’s gloomy hour;  
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Warm in thy tints, in thy expression bright,  
Still charming William lives before her sight; 
Distinct his speaking eye, his graceful brows,  
And all himself the idol portrait glows.  
(81-86) 
 
Here, Seward conflates the static image of Susan watching William’s ship disappear into 
the horizon with Susan gazing on the portrait of William in his absence. While Susan is, 
at first, a fictional character in Seward’s ekphrastic description, she suddenly becomes a 
reference to the poet herself, who is thanking Romney for the “idol portrait” of William 
(Hayley), which she can now admire in her own “gloomy hour.” This strange transition in 
which Seward steps into her own ekphrastic description (or Susan steps out of her frame 
and into Seward’s situation) breaks the conventions of ekphrasis and emphasizes the 
intensity of Seward’s admiration for Hayley at the time.52 This sentimentalized bond 
appears particularly strange when we learn, twenty lines later, that Seward has not yet 
met Hayley in person (“Though ne’er beheld the actual form he wears, / My spirit thus 
thy Hayley’s fame reveres” [101-102]).  
 Towards the end of the poem, Seward reaffirms the power of painting to represent 
absent or deceased loved ones and thus to provide comfort to the viewer.  
Say, Poesy, can thy rich stores impart 
Such precious balsam to the wounded heart? 
What equal medicine boast the mighty Nine,  
Though strains Orphean warble from their shrine? 
Since if the fair ideal forms we trace, 
Rivals of life in colour, strength, and grace,  
Yet, when emerging Genius charms our sight,  
Free as it soars Aonia’s sacred height, 
And our pleas’d thoughts the consciousness desire 
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Of features warm’d and beaming with its fire; 
Features, which to our mortal eye unknown 
Might to our mind by plastic art be shown,  
’Tis then that Poesy, responseless found,  
Frowns on her pen and throws it on the ground. 
(87-100) 
 
Seward’s presentation of painting as a restorative “precious balsam to the wounded heart” 
resembles Joseph Addison’s view of pictorial power as medicinal in his essays on the 
pleasures of the imagination in The Spectator. Addison claims that “Delightful Scenes, 
whether in Nature, Painting, or Poetry, have a kindly Influence on the Body, as well as on 
the Mind, and not only serve to clear and brighten the Imagination, but are able to 
disperse Grief and Melancholly.”53 Here, Seward attributes a superior power of 
“medicine” to painting rather than poetry. Even though painting lacks a classical muse, it 
represents the personalized bonds between people and offers emotional comfort to the 
viewer.  
Romney would eventually paint a portrait of Seward that she praised for the same 
quality: its ability to offer emotional comfort to her ailing father. In 1782, Seward 
returned a visit to Hayley in Eartham, during which time Romney painted the portrait of 
her.54 Hayley then apparently convinced Romney to finish a second copy of the portrait in 
order to send it to Seward’s father, whose health was declining.55 In a letter “To William 
Hayley, Esq. Lichfield, June 1, 1788,” Seward writes,  
I scarce know how to . . . express my gratitude for your having persuaded 
Romney to gratify my father, by his possessing, ere he dies, the promised 
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treasure. It arrived late last night; rich, adorned, and invaluable, by the Romneyan 
powers. My poor invalid was fast asleep in his bed - Lester and Cary, our young 
bards, were supping with me. They were on fire with curiousity, while the nails 
were drawing, and highly gratified with contemplating the most masterly portrait 
their young eyes had ever beheld. I placed it by my father's bed-side at seven this 
morn. - He wept with joy when I undrew the curtain - wanted to kiss it, and has 
talked and looked at it all day. I send some verses to Romney, by this post, which 
but ill express my gratitude.  
(118) 
Seward describes the excitement of receiving her portrait, “rich, adorned, and 
invaluable.” In Romney’s portrait, she appears contemplative, surrounded by details that 
suggest her identity as a writer: the laurel wreath on her head and the scroll in her hand 
(figure 2.3). At the same time, she prizes the portrait for its ability to grant emotional 
support to her father. This elevation of the portrait’s personal meaning to a family 
member speaks to Seward’s more general celebration of the private significance of 
artwork in contrast to Hayley’s emphasis on its contribution to a sublime, grand, and 
historical narrative.  
 
To Joseph Wright of Derby 
Like Pope—who attempts to convince Jervas to exchange portraiture for history 
painting because of his “ambition to revive the arts in his own age”56—Hayley attempts 
to persuade the painter Joseph Wright to turn to history painting as part of a nationalistic 
endeavor to memorialize Britain’s martial triumphs in his “Ode to Mr. Wright of Derby” 
(1783). Hayley emphasizes the role that visual art should play in commemorating 
Britain’s military history: 
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Of all thy powers, enchanting art! 
Thou deemest this the dearest part,  
To guard the rights of valour, and afford 
Surviving lustre to the hero’s sword: 
For this, heroic Greece thy martial charms ador’d. 
Rival of Greece, in arms, in arts,  
Tho’ deem’d in her declining days, 
Britain yet boasts unnumber’d hearts, 
Who keenly pant for public praise: 
Her battles yet are firmly fought 
By Chiefs with Spartan courage fraught: 
Her Painters with Athenian zeal unite 
To trace the glories of the prosp’rous fight,  
And gild th’ embattled scene with art’s immortal light. 
(59-72) 
 
By presenting Britain as the “Rival of Greece” with the common phrase “in arms, in 
arts,” Hayley again seeks to join artistic to military endeavors. Above all, painting might 
provide “public praise” for British soldiers. Hayley ends the poem by calling on 
friendship: 
Perchance there is no spell so strong 
As Friendship’s sympathetic song: 
By fancy link’d in a fraternal band,  
Artist and Bard in sweet alliance stand; 
They suffer equal wounds, and mutual aid demand. 
(95-99) 
 
Even the diction Hayley uses to describe the bond between painter and poet evokes the 
military with “fraternal band,” “alliance,” and “wounds.” Though Hayley participates in a 
long tradition of poets prescribing particular subject matter for painters, his forceful 
insistence that portrait painters should abandon their own practiced genre appears rather 
presumptuous. While Hayley’s advice and mentorship was often appreciated—by George 
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Romney and William Cowper, for example—William Blake would eventually shirk 
Hayley’s influence, due to this tendency toward insistent and unsolicited advising.57  
While Hayley’s poem to Wright advises the painter on his future subject matter, 
Seward’s poem instead celebrates Wright’s own paintings, continuing her focus on the 
range of affective responses that art cause in the viewer. Written in the same year as 
Hayley’s poem, Seward’s “Verses to the Celebrated Painter, Mr. Wright, of Derby” 
(1783) elaborate on the aesthetic commentary of her verses to Romney. As in her epistle 
to Romney, Seward presents Hayley’s Epistle on Painting as the foundational text for the 
revival of the sister arts:  
Yet thy [Wright’s] bright tablet, with unfading hues,  
Shall beam on high in honour’s envied fane,  
By him [Hayley] emblazon’d, whose immortal muse 
Adorn’d thy science with her earliest strain; 
Brought every gem the mines of Knowledge hide,  
Cull’d roseate spoils from Fancy’s flowery plains, 
And with their mingled stores new bands supplied,  
That bind the sister Arts in closer chains.  
(9-16) 
 
With this hyperbolic praise, Seward credits Hayley’s text with providing “new bands” to 
“bind the sister Arts in closer chains.” Before moving on to her own appraisal of Wright’s 
work, Seward makes it clear that she is joining a conversation about the sister arts, best 
represented, for her, by the work of Hayley. Although Seward acknowledges her 
inspirational debt to Hayley, she ultimately offers a very different vision for the sister 
arts: as in their epistles to Romney, in these epistles to Wright, Hayley still emphasizes 
the potential for painting to construct a visual history of Britain’s military endeavors, 
                                                
57 Vivienne Painting, “Hayley, William,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 
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while Seward, on the other hand, conceives of a complex spectrum of affective responses 
that painting elicits from an individual viewer. This difference in the imagined goals for 
visual art is also reflected in the poets’ attitudes toward genre: Hayley advocates history 
painting because it can record events and memorialize famous people, while Seward 
praises portrait painting because it aids in the remembrance of personal relationships. 
Seward organizes her description of Wright’s work into four general categories, 
marked by their emotional affect on the viewer. First, we are “charm’d” (21) by “the 
“sombrous scene” of ocean-side cliffs surrounded by woods. Then, we “start” (25) at the 
sight of “red Vesuvius” (25). In his Epistle on Painting, Hayley presents Wright’s 
painting of Vesuvius as his greatest artistic accomplishment because it presents a 
powerful, dazzling, and sublime vision to the viewer (223-232). For Seward, this 
ominous natural scene is only one of several equally important facets to Wright’s art. In 
the third example, we “Sigh” at “Virgil’s tomb” where “poetic ivies climb” (29-31).58 
And finally, we “weep for Julia, in her sea-girt cave” (33). This image of a solitary 
woman standing by the sea recurs in Seward’s work, as it appears in her poems to both 
Romney and Wright. Julia was “banished to a desert island by her grandfather, Augustus, 
for her amours with Ovid,” as Seward’s footnote explains. In Wright’s painting, Julia’s 
small silhouette reveals her grief through the wild gesture of her arms, and she appears to 
be engulfed by the darkness of the cave (figure 2.4). Through this use of catalogue, 
Seward places the same value on the scenes of Vesuvius and Julia, thereby emphasizing 
                                                
58 Even though Wright gave one of several paintings of Virgil’s tomb to Hayley, who composed 
“Ode to Mr. Wright of Derby” in response, Hayley never mentions this particular scene in his poem, 
instead opting to list the merits of history painting. 
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the importance of the female figure in art, an attention to the feminine that is entirely 
missing in Hayley’s accounts of painting.  
Compared to Hayley, Seward describes a much more diverse range of affective 
responses to Wright’s work. At the end of her epistle, Seward turns from the responses of 
any generalized viewer to her own personal appreciation for a particular painting: 
Wright’s portrait of Seward’s father. By placing the portrait last in the list of genres of 
painting, after scenes from nature, poetry, and history, Seward elevates the genre of 
portrait painting, the very genre that Hayley encourages Wright to abandon for “a nobler 
task!” (10). For Seward, the painted portrait can comfort a grief-stricken family member 
after the subject’s death: 
Now, ardent Wright, from thy creative hand,  
With outline bold, and mellowest colouring warm,  
Rival of life, before the canvas stands 
My Father’s lov’d and venerable form! 
O! when his urn shall drink my falling tears,  
Thy faithful tints shall shed a bless’d relief,  
Glow with mild lustre through my darken’d years,  
And gild the gathering shades of filial grief! 
(37-44) 
 
As we will see in the next chapter, Seward places particular value on the elegiac power of 
visual art. She believes that painting, unlike poetry, can help to restore the details of lost 
loved ones to the viewer’s memory. For Seward, the social power of the sister arts 
extends beyond simply strengthening social ties in life by also maintaining a sense of 
connection to the beloved after death.  
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Amelia Opie’s “The Maid of Corinth to Her Lover” 
Amelia Opie’s “Epistle Supposed to be Addressed by Eudora, the Maid of 
Corinth, to her Lover Philemon” (1801) reconstitutes the myth, told in Pliny’s Natural 
History, that painting originated when the maid of Corinth traced her lover’s shadow 
upon a wall. With an opening epigraph from Hayley’s Epistle on Painting, Opie signals 
her participation in this ongoing, late-eighteenth-century conversation about the sister 
arts. As a poet who was married to the painter John Opie, a domestic union that seemed 
to benefit both of their professional careers, she had experienced personally how one art 
could influence and support the other.59 While Hayley focuses exclusively on the value of 
history painting and patriotism and Seward instead focuses on portraiture and 
subjectivity, Opie bridges this divide by balancing the personal significance of visual art 
to individual viewers with its more civic service to the general public. At the same time, 
Opie boldly presents the maid of Corinth’s artistic talent in tandem with her sexual 
desire, grants her a proud and eloquent voice, and imagines her as the first in a long line 
of women within the historical development of visual art.60 
The story of the Corinthian maid was a popular one during the late eighteenth 
century. Hayley briefly recounts the narrative in his Epistle on Painting, the retelling that 
most influenced both Opie’s poem and Joseph Wright’s painting The Corinthian Maid 
(1783-4) (figure 2.5). Hayley’s version emphasizes “Love” as guiding this seminal 
moment of artistic creation: 
                                                
59 On the subject of the Opies’ marriage as a positive influence on their artistic careers, see Shelley 
King, “Portrait of a Marriage: John and Amelia Opie and the Sister Arts,” Studies in Eighteenth-Century 
Culture 40 (2011): 27-62.  
60 I would like to thank Shelley King for drawing my attention to this poem during a discussion at 
ASECS in 2015. 
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Oh! Love, it was thy glory to impart  
Its infant being to this magic art!  
Inspir’d by thee, the soft Corinthian maid  
Her graceful lover’s sleeping form portray’d:  
Her boding heart his near departure knew,  
Yet long’d to keep his image in her view:  
Pleas’d she beheld the steady shadow fall,  
By the clear lamp upon the even wall:  
The line she trac’d with fond precision true,  
And, drawing, doated on the form she drew;  
Nor, as she glow’d with no forbidden fire,  
Conceal’d the simple picture from her sire:  
His kindred fancy, still to nature just,  
Copied her line, and form’d the mimic bust.  
Thus from thy power, inspiring Love, we trace  
The modell’d image, and the pencil’d face!  
(124-139) 
 
Hayley identifies this doubled act of copying—the maid traces the shadow and her father 
copies her lines into a bust—as the origin of both sculpture (the “modell’d image”) and 
painting (“the pencil’d face”).  
Inspired by Hayley’s account of the Corinthian maid, Wright painted the same 
subject for Josiah Wedgwood, though critics disagree about the implications of his image 
for cultural attitudes towards women’s participation in the arts. Ann Bermingham reads 
the late-eighteenth-century popularity of this legend—and its coinciding with the 
formation of the Royal Academy—as a crucial sign of the growing distinction between 
high art and mercantile or commercial craftsmanship, a discourse that was often 
gendered:61 
If Wright’s Corinthian Maid can be said to have a contemporary meaning in the 
1770s, it would be the relationship of women and certain forms of artistic 
                                                
61 Ann Bermingham, “The Origin of Painting and the Ends of Art: Wright of Derby’s Corinthian 
Maid” in Painting and the Politics of Culture: New Essays on British Art, 1700-1850, ed. John Barrell 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 135-166. 
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production to the fine arts. The subject of the maid tracing her lover’s shadow 
validated the notion of women’s facility at imitation and lack of true creativity, 
and extended this bias to those arts that were merely mechanical or that, like 
Wedgwood’s tablets, simply reproduced the art of others. It could support 
Reynolds’s notion that copying nature was primitive and played no part in higher 
artistic cultures.62  
 
In contrast, Shelley King argues that, compared to other contemporary representations of 
the image, which either tend to undermine the maid’s artistic agency by presenting her as 
a vessel guided by Cupid or to focus on her sexualized state of undress, Wright’s 
composition presents the maid of Corinth as a competent and focused artist.63  
Whether or not Wright’s image promotes female creative agency, Amelia Opie 
certainly characterizes the maid as an inspired, talented, and independent artist in her 
verse epistle. The day before Philemon is scheduled to leave, Eudora finds him asleep. At 
first torn between “cold decorum” or “frigid caution” and “passion’s sway” (17-28), she 
gives way to her desire to gaze “unchecked” on the sleeping figure. Eudora finds “a new 
unwonted bliss” in this socially improper act of gazing: 
Long time I stood in tender thoughts entranced, 
Gazing unchecked, . . . a new unwonted bliss, . . . .  
Now to thy cheek my trembling lips advanced,  
Nor quite bestowed, nor quite withheld the kiss. 
 
‘And must that form delight my eyes no more?’ 
I softly murmured, as regret impelled,  
When, lo! with rapture never felt before,  
I thy dear shadow on the wall beheld.  
 
That moment, Love upon his votary smiled,  
My hand his scepter, and his throne my breast; 
He fired the thought which then my grief beguiled, 
                                                
62 Ann Bermingham, “The Origin of Painting,” 162. 
63 Shelley King, “Amelia Opie’s ‘Maid of Corinth’ and the Origins of Art,” Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 37, no. 4 (Summer 2004): 629-651; this argument about Wright is on 634. 
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And which to future times will make me blest.  
 
With eager haste I seized a slender wand 
Which near the couch a friendly power had placed, 
And with a beating heart, a trembling hand,  
Along the wall the faithful shadow traced. 
 
O happy moment! how my bosom burned  
With transport, rich reward for all my pain, 
When, though thy head in various postures turned, 
I saw the outline still unchanged remain! 
(17-48)64 
 
Opie describes this paramount moment of the origin of visual art in terms of female erotic 
desire: Eudora sees the shadow “with rapture” and traces the image “with a beating heart, 
a trembling hand.” Through Opie’s association of erotic with aesthetic pleasure, as King 
argues, “the ancient story of the origin of pictorial art becomes instead the story of the 
origin of the female artist, who owns both her own erotic desire and creative genius.”65 
 As Eudora works to find ways to perfect the verisimilitude of her art object to 
stand in for her lover in his absence, Opie’s retelling also takes on resemblances to 
Ovid’s talk of Pygmalion. After Philemon has gone, Eudora finds that “Thy lifeless 
semblance to my mind recurred” (67). She gazes on the silhouette drawing at night and 
“the soft magic” of “Fancy’s friendly art” fills in the missing details of her lover’s face 
(81-85). Struck by an idea to improve the details of the representation, Eudora acquires 
the help of her father, a potter:  
At my entreaty, then with humid clay 
                                                
64 Amelia Alderson Opie, “Epistle Supposed to be Addressed by Eudora, the Maid of Corinth, to 
her Lover Philemon, Informing Him of Her Having Traced His Shadow on the Wall While He Was 
Sleeping, the Night Before His Departure: Together with the Joyful Consequences of this Action,” The 
Collected Poems of Amelia Alderson Opie, ed. Shelley King and John B. Pierce (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010). 
65 Shelley King, “Amelia Opie’s ‘Maid of Corinth’ and the Origins of Art,” 643. 
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The lines he copied which my hand had made, 
And to his furnace bore the prize away, 
While I the process, fired with hope, surveyed. 
 
But not Deucalion felt more joy to see 
Men spring to being from the stones he threw, 
Than I experienced, when a bust of thee 
From the Promethean fire my father drew. 
 
Feebly would words that burst of joy reveal, 
The image seemed my lover to restore!  
And sure thy heart this tender truth can feel; 
Till thou return, ’t will charm me more and more. 
(97-108) 
 
Opie is careful to maintain Eudora’s artistic reign over the process of converting the 
silhouette into a statue, insisting that the father only “copied” the lines of Eudora’s 
design. By comparing herself to Deucalion and Prometheus, Eudora claims the godlike 
power of artists as creators. As the image substitutes for Philemon and “charm[s] [her] 
more and more,” however, she also resembles a female Pygmalion. At the end of the 
poem, Eudora expresses these feelings explicitly: 
But, till we meet, believe, the fond distress 
That absence brings in all its force I prove, 
Save when against my throbbing heart I press 
The faithful semblance of the youth I love. 
(341-344) 
 
By physically embracing the “faithful semblance,” Eudora finds her yearning for the 
absent youth assuaged.  
 While her artistic creation thus provides private satisfaction, it also establishes 
Eudora as a public figure in the community. As King compellingly articulates it,  
Opie suggests . . . that celebration of the domestic affections need not exclude the 
female artist from the political arena of public service, that private virtue and civic 
duty were not mutually exclusive. In her interpretation, Opie depicts a woman of 
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extraordinary creative power, who is both domestic and political, uniting private 
elements of erotic desire and domestic satisfaction with public issues of the civic 
function of art.66 
 
In her epistle to Philemon, Eudora reports the fame and “triumphs” (115) that result from 
her artistic practice, as the people of Corinth commission her work and praise her 
accomplishment. Even “Grave sages” and “gifted bards” request her artistic service and 
honor her name. The people declare that her “glory” will preserve her name for future 
ages that will “bless” her “And hail the art that sprang from chaste desire” (128). 
Celebrated as “Corinth’s pride!” Eudora will be immortalized and her “tender skill” 
remembered, according to the people (125, 132).  
 While the people of Corinth celebrate her artistic innovation, Eudora finds her 
greatest accomplishment in her ability to defeat death through artistic representation:  
But, dearest boast, I’ve circumscribed the sway 
Of stern-browed Death, the world’s relentless king, . . . .  
Unhonoured god! to whom none homage pay, 
To whom no voices grateful paeans sing. 
 
Yes, . . . now no more this tyrant of mankind 
Shall proudly tear from our encircling arms 
The forms we love, . . . . and leave no trace behind 
Of childhood, youth, or manhood’s glowing charms. 
 
Saved by my power from his rapacious hand, 
Their image still shall charm in breathing clay; 
With gentle force shall Memory’s sighs command, 
And spite of fate prolong its pleasing sway. 
(145-156) 
 
With a self-assured, and even boastful, voice, Eudora declares that her artistic invention 
will defeat even “Death, the world’s relentless king.” In addition to this public service, 
                                                
66 Shelley King, “Amelia Opie’s ‘Maid of Corinth’ and the Origins of Art,” 630. 
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Eudora also imagines how this new form of portraiture will also offer her private 
consolation after the death of her father: “For, when my father’s ashes drink my tears, / I 
to his reverend image still may kneel” (217-218). Eudora’s expression echoes some of the 
same language of Seward’s comment in “Ode to Mr. Wright of Derby” that his portrait of 
her father will offer comfort to her after his death:  
O! when his urn shall drink my falling tears,  
Thy faithful tints shall shed a bless’d relief,  
Glow with mild lustre through my darken’d years,  
And gild the gathering shades of filial grief! 
 
For both Seward and Opie, portraiture offers an important form of remembrance and 
emotional consolation. Rather than relying on an art object created by a man (as Seward 
thanks Wright for the portrait of her father), however, Opie is more concerned with 
demonstrating female creative power in her poem. Through this verse epistle, Opie gives 
voice to a bold, confident, and capable female artist, and thus seeks to validate female 
artistry more generally.  
Opie develops this emboldened female artistic perspective by engaging Eudora in 
an artistic contest staged by the god of love to test her skill. He visits her in a dream and 
it seems as though he wants to claim credit for her creation, implying that he presented 
the shadow on the wall and compelled her to draw it (281-284). Opie finds a way to insist 
on Eudora’s genuine artistic talent by having her complete a second design; the god of 
love commands: “Upon my altar bid my image stand, / And try Love’s glowing features 
to portray” (295-296). In response, Eudora designs a second image of Philemon, 
explaining, “And my bold fingers on the God of Love / Thy matchless semblance have at 
last bestowed” (307-308). In this second composition, Eudora proves that her skill 
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exceeds the ability to trace a silhouette, a form of drawing that Opie’s readers may not 
have considered truly artistic. With this second success, Eudora bids Philemon to return 
so that he can “see the wonders of Eudora’s hand” (315). 
 In one of the most striking aspects of Opie’s re-telling of the story of the maid of 
Corinth, Eudora constructs an all-female narrative of the development of visual art, in 
which she is only the first of a long line of innovative female artists. Eudora imagines 
visual art in future ages guided by the hands of women like her: 
Besides . . . . (for what Invention’s wings can bind?) . . . . 
Some gentle maid, inspired by love like mine,  
In times to come may bright devices find 
On the pale clay to bid warm colours shine. 
 
Creative art improves by slow degrees: . . .  
 (161-165) 
 
When Eudora states that “Creative art improves by slow degrees” (165), Opie alludes to 
Dryden’s “To Sir Godfrey Kneller.” The quotation from Dryden—which also features the 
phrase “by slow degrees”—appears after his own account of the origin of painting: 
     But vulgar Hands, may vulgar Likeness raise, 
This is the least Attendant on thy Praise: 
From hence the Rudiments of Art began; 
A Coal, or Chalk, first imitated Man: 
Perhaps, the Shadow taken on a Wall, 
Gave out-lines to the rude Original: 
E’re Canvass yet was strain’d: before the Grace 
Of blended Colours found their use and place:  
Or Cypress Tablets, first receiv’d a Face. 
     By slow degrees, the Godlike Art advanc’d; 
As Man grew polish’d, Picture was inhanc’d; 
(26-36) 
 
Dryden’s version omits the maid of Corinth; by using passive voice—“Perhaps, the 
Shadow taken on a Wall”—Dryden presents the agent of the original act of drawing as 
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unimportant. By alluding to Dryden’s narrative of the origins of art, Opie draws attention 
to her conscious feminization of the story. In Opie’s account, “Creative art improves by 
slow degrees” through the creativity and inventiveness of a series of women, beginning 
with the maid of Corinth and continued by other “gentle maid[s]” driven by love. In a 
vision, she sees “the maid by love like mine inspired” who will add color to her lines 
(197-198). As Anne Finch calls upon the myth of Arachne, Opie uses the maid of Corinth 
to construct a female history of art that seeks to validate feminine creativity and artistic 
achievement in her own time. 
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Chapter Three  
The “embosom’d image” and the Elegiac Sister Arts in the Poetry of Anna Seward 
 
“The leading principles of fine painting are so similar to those of fine poetry, that my 
imagination has always interwoven those sciences, and instructed me to look at the 
painting in poetry, and at the poetry in picture.” 
- Anna Seward, Letter to “---- Christie, Esq. of Edinburgh. Lichfield, Jan. 15, 1788.”1 
 
After the success of her Elegy on Captain Cook (1780) and her Monody on Major 
André (1781), Anna Seward, “The Swan of Lichfield,” was inundated with requests for 
elegies, leading her to joke to a friend in a letter in 1794: “Were I to attempt compliance 
with requests of this sort, my muse must e’en turn undertaker; and I had better put up a 
board over my door, ‘poetic shrouds to be let, and ideas for military funerals furnished in 
the cheapest and readiest manner’” (4:35). Her contemporary William Hayley declared 
Seward the English “Muse of Elegy,” allotted the task of eulogizing great men for the 
nation, and modern scholars concur, identifying her elegies as “her most applauded and 
still-recognized literary contribution.”2  
Though literary critics have explored Seward’s participation in the elegiac 
tradition more broadly, scholarship has not yet addressed the crucial influence of the 
sister arts on Seward’s elegiac poems.3 This chapter reads Seward’s elegies for her close 
friend Honora Sneyd as expressions of same-sex desire: Seward recognizes the long 
history of male poets displacing desire onto art and redeploys standard tropes from this 
                                                
1 Letters of Anna Seward: Written Between the Years 1784 and 1807, ed. Archibald Constable, 6 
vols. (Edinburgh: Archibald Constable; London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, Brown, Miller, and Murray, 
1811), 2:5. All following references to Seward’s letters are from this edition and are cited parenthetically.     
2 Paula R. Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 292.  
3 See, in particular, Backscheider, “The Elegy,” Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their 
Poetry and Claudia Thomas Kairoff, “British Patriot,” Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012). 
  
116 
tradition in order to represent her attachment to her Honora without incurring social 
disapproval. In the poetry of Alexander Pope and Thomas Gray, Seward finds precedents 
for representing socially transgressive desires through the use of art and vision. Concepts 
from visual art drive her elegiac practice: Seward explores different kinds of seeing, the 
relationship between an artist and her subject, and the way that the act of gazing can 
manifest desire. Although Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard is a heroic epistle rather than an 
elegy, Seward draws on Pope’s mixture of religious and sensual vision, as well as the 
language that Eloisa uses to articulate forbidden desire. Seward also finds a precedent for 
her pictorial practice in the poetry of Gray: both Gray and Seward use visuality as the 
driving force of poems that express same-sex desire and focus on the beloved figure’s 
absence from recognizable landscapes.  
In ancient Greece and Rome, “elegy” referred to any poem written in elegiac 
couplets (with alternating hexameter and pentameter lines) and could feature a range of 
subject matter. Not until the seventeenth century did writers begin narrowing the meaning 
of the term to refer specifically to laments for the dead. As late as 1765, William 
Shenstone, whose elegies are not poems written about the dead, wrote “A Prefatory Essay 
on Elegy” distinguishing elegy from such other genres as epic and tragedy, which 
“chiefly recommend the public virtues,” because “elegy is of a species which illustrates 
and endears the private.”4 Through his choice of words, Shenstone associates elegy with 
the visually charged task of illustration as well as with the speaker’s disclosure of “the 
                                                
4 The works in verse and prose of William Shenstone, Esq. In two volumes (Edinburgh: printed for 
Alexander Donaldson, 1765), 5.  
  
117 
private” to readers.5 In her elegies for her close friend Honora, several of which were 
written while Honora was still alive, Seward displays this combination: she shares 
intimate matter through a poetic style shaped by pictorial illustration.  
Literary critics who write on this genre have sought to explore the complicated 
relationship between elegy, gender, and desire.6 Building on scholarship based on the 
elegies of male poets, Anne Mellor and Paula Backscheider have analyzed the work of 
female elegists in order to offer a more complex history of the genre.7 Mellor suggests 
that female poets may have turned away from the male conventions of pastoral elegies, in 
part, because women grieved differently than men. According to Mellor, most of the 
elegies written by eighteenth-century women offer no consolation or recompense; 
instead, female elegists often preserve their emotional bond with the deceased through 
the act of grieving.8 Although Mellor’s model applies to some female poets, Seward does 
find a form of consolation through her use of art objects and images. Rather than turning 
away from elegiac conventions established by male predecessors, as Mellor’s female 
elegists do, Seward finds inspiration for her elegies in the poetry of Pope and Gray, 
especially in their pictorial style and their conflation of visual power with sensual desire. 
                                                
5 During the eighteenth century, the word “illustrate” could mean either “to shed light upon, light 
up, illumine” or “to elucidate (a description, etc.) by means of drawings or pictures” (OED). Even if 
Shenstone intended the word “illustrate” to mean illumine, rather than its more directly pictorial definition, 
he still presents elegy as enabling readers to see “the private” better. 
6 In The English Elegy: Studies in the Genre from Spenser to Yeats (Baltimore: The Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1985), Peter Sacks connects the work of mourning to the Oedipal resolution: like 
the Oedipal child, the elegiac poet must accept a kind of “substitution” for his loss and both “often involve 
inherited legacies and consoling identifications with symbolic, even immortal, figures of power” (6). 
7 Peter Sacks’s psychoanalytic model of literary inheritance, based primarily on male poets, shows 
that the elegy is often tangled up with concepts of desire, sexuality, and loss, while it is, at the same time, a 
genre in which poets work to establish their literary authority in relation to their formidable predecessors.  
8 Anne K. Mellor, “‘Anguish No Cessation Knows’: Elegy and the British Woman Poet, 1660-
1834” in The Oxford Handbook of Elegy, ed. Karen Weisman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
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Rather than locating women poets’ elegies within a separate tradition, as Mellor does, I 
show that Seward consciously engages with a tradition she shares with Pope and Gray, 
even as she also adapts their pictorial techniques for her own expression of female desire.  
When Seward was fourteen years old, her family adopted the five-year-old 
Honora Sneyd after the death of Honora’s mother. Despite the nine-year age difference, 
Seward and Honora became very close friends, especially after the death of Seward’s 
sister, Sarah.9 Seward wrote elegies about her separations from Honora: first, when 
Honora returned to her father’s home after living with the Sewards for fourteen years; 
then, when Honora became the second wife of Richard Lovell Edgeworth; and finally, 
after Honora died from consumption at the young age of twenty-nine. Several scholars 
have argued that Seward’s poems about Honora express same-sex love.10 In Sister Arts: 
The Erotics of Lesbian Landscapes, for example, Lisa Moore presents Seward as a 
practitioner of a “lesbian landscape tradition.”11 Others, such as her recent biographer 
Teresa Barnard, insist that Seward’s feelings were only platonic.12 In order to maintain 
Seward’s heterosexuality, scholars such as Barnard and Claudia Thomas Kairoff 
                                                
9 See Sylvia Bowerbank, “Seward, Anna (1742–1809)” in Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography, ed. Lawrence Goldman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, online edition).  
10 For arguments that Seward’s poems about Honora encode same-sex desire, see Lillian 
Faderman, Surpassing the Love of Men (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1981); Paula R. 
Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005); Stuart Curran, “Dynamics of Female Friendship in the Later Eighteenth Century,” 
Nineteenth-Century Contexts. 23.2 (2001): 221-139; and Anne K. Mellor’s “‘Anguish No Cessation 
Knows’: Elegy and the British Woman Poet, 1660-1834” in The Oxford Handbook of Elegy, ed. Karen 
Weisman (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). 
11 Lisa L. Moore, Sister Arts: The Erotics of Lesbian Landscapes (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2011), 20. Though her title would imply otherwise, Moore’s book is not about the “sister 
arts” of poetry and visual art. Instead, it is “a study of four eighteenth-century women practitioners of the 
landscape arts, and it focuses primarily on garden design, pastoral poetry, botanical collecting, shellwork, 
and botanical illustration” (2). 
12 See Teresa Barnard, Anna Seward: A Constructed Life (Burlington VT: Ashgate, 2009).  
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emphasize Seward’s later attachment to the married John Saville, which scandalized her 
parents and neighbors.13 This assertion that Seward’s illicit relationship with Saville 
necessarily negates any feelings she may have had for Sneyd, however, wrongly assumes 
a strict gendered binary of desire. The logic of this argument—that because Seward loved 
a man she could never have also loved a woman—relies on a dangerous simplification of 
the relationship between gender and desire.14 
Rather than attempting to prove that Seward physically engaged in a sexual 
relationship with Honora, which is most likely unknowable at our historical distance, I 
follow Susan Lanser’s approach: “understanding the historical implications of women’s 
intimacies” she suggests, “depends less on private acts than on public relations.”15 Lanser 
makes a convincing case for how eighteenth-century women such as Seward could avoid 
being perceived as sexually corrupt or “Sapphic” by engaging in an “active construction 
of virtuous female intimacy as a mark of status” (187). Building on Lanser’s account of 
how women in the period consciously cultivated “their class status as a screen,” relying 
on tropes of idealized female friendship in order to deflect social perceptions of 
Sapphism, I argue that Seward finds tropes within the tradition of the sister arts that allow 
                                                
13 See Chapter Ten, “The ‘Lost’ Honora” in Kairoff’s Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth 
Century. 
14 Feminist and queer theory—especially the work of Judith Butler—has dismantled the logic that 
would register desire according to a gendered binary. Furthermore, a large population of people today 
identifies as bi-sexual, a fact that should dissuade critics from making these kinds of reductive arguments 
about sexuality. Even more relevant than today’s practices, however, is the indisputable fact that many 18th-
century people had intimate relations with members of both sexes. 
15 Susan S. Lanser, “Befriending the Body: Female Intimacies as Class Acts,” Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 32 (1998-99): 179-98 (184). 
  
120 
her to represent her love for Honora in a manner that will be perceived as aesthetic rather 
than illicit.16  
In her letters and poetry, Seward describes the various artistic representations of 
Honora that she owns, which include two miniature portraits, a paper silhouette, and a 
mezzotint reproduction of George Romney’s painting of Serena from William Hayley’s 
popular poem The Triumphs of Temper. While each of these art objects holds a particular 
significance for Seward, collectively they enable Honora’s continued presence in her life. 
In her verse, Seward creates portraits of Honora and figures her remembrance as an 
“embosom’d image.” In addition to her treatment of portraiture, Seward also calls upon 
the artistic genre of landscape in relation to mourning. Unlike Gray, for whom the 
landscape ultimately offers no recompense, Seward is able to preserve her connection to 
Honora by imaginatively infusing Honora’s spirit into the visual details of the landscape 
of Lichfield.  
 
“The mischief of the steadfast gaze”: Miniature portraits and desire in Seward’s 
Monody on Major André  
As Teresa Barnard points out, the year 1780 was an extremely difficult one for 
Seward: Honora Sneyd died on April 30th, Seward's mother died on July 4th, her father 
had the first of many incapacitating strokes, and John André was executed in America on 
October 2nd. André was a close friend of Seward’s family, often visiting Lichfield. He and 
Sneyd were once engaged, but accounts of the reason for the dissolution of their plan to 
                                                
16 Susan Lanser, “Befriending the Body,” 189. 
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marry differ.17 André joined the British army, fought in America, and carried messages 
between General Clinton and Benedict Arnold, until the Americans captured him, court-
martialed him, and hanged him as a spy at Tappan. Seward’s elegy for André mournfully 
depicts her personal relationship with him while it also boldly and publicly denounces 
George Washington, who was apparently so abashed by Seward’s censure that he later 
sent an officer to provide her with evidence to exonerate him.18 That Seward’s poem 
“could induce such a defensive response from one of the most respected military and 
political figures of the age is nothing short of extraordinary,” writes Jared Richman.  “In 
this sense,” Richman continues, “even though Washington acted as chief arbiter of 
André’s corporeal fate, it is Seward who assumes literary and even historical authority 
over the André legend as it was shaped in the collective memory of an increasingly 
fragmented Atlantic community.”19  
Seward bolsters her authority to tell André’s story by emphasizing her personal 
connection with him through the genre of the monody. In its classical Greek form, a 
monody is “a lyric ode sung by a single voice” (OED), but the term often refers more 
                                                
17 Barnard claims that their parents refused to support the union because he did not make enough 
money as a counting house clerk in London, whereas Richard Garnett merely states that Sneyd “left him for 
another man at a Christmas party in 1770” in “André, John (1750–1780),” rev. Troy O. Bickham, Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography, ed. H. C. G. Matthew and Brian Harrison (Oxford: OUP, 2004, Online 
edition, ed. Lawrence Goldman). 
18 In a letter from August 9, 1798, Seward writes: “a few years after peace was signed between this 
country and America, an officer introduced himself, commissioned from General Washington to call upon 
me, and to assure me, from the General himself, that no circumstance of his life had been so mortifying as 
to be censured in the Monody on André, as the pitiless author of his ignominious fate: that he had laboured 
to save him--that he requested my attention to the papers on the subject, which he had sent by this officer 
for my perusal. On examining them, I found they entirely acquitted the General. They filled me with 
contrition for the rash injustice of my censure” (Constable 5:142). 
19 Jared S. Richman, “Anna Seward and the Many (After) Lives of Major André: Trauma, 
Mourning and Transatlantic Literary Legacy,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 48 no. 2 (Winter 2015): 201-219 
(208).  
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specifically to elegy in its English usage. When John Milton referred to Lycidas as a 
“monody,” he was drawing on the term’s elegiac connotation while also thinking of 
musical monodies, sung by a single voice in the Italian tradition. In eighteenth-century 
England, the monody was uncommon but “not unknown”; the form may have appealed to 
Seward because “Greek monodies were often written in the voice of a specific tragic 
character, and they were usually directed to a more private audience than was the melic 
choral poetry.”20 In her adaptation of the monody, Seward preserves this sense of 
addressing a “private audience”: instead of presenting André’s public identity as a 
military leader, Seward’s monody represents André’s private character as a tragic 
romantic hero by exaggerating his passionate courtship of Honora.  
In her monody, Seward associates André’s passion for Honora with her own 
through the strategic use of art objects. As both Seward and André mention in their 
letters, André painted two matching miniature portraits of Honora early in their 
relationship. Her footnote factually explains: “Mr. André drew two miniature pictures of 
Miss Honora S— on his first acquaintance with her at Buxton, in the Year 1769, one for 
himself, the other for the Author of this poem.”21 In her Monody on Major André, Seward 
uses these portraits to structure a triangular relationship of desire among the three major 
figures in the poem: herself, André, and Honora. Through the twin miniature portraits, 
Seward draws a parallel between her own and André’s desire for the same woman.  
In addition to using these portraits, Seward also emphasizes her close bond to 
André by describing their shared participation in the sister arts. In order to build a 
                                                
20 Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry, 292. 
21 Anna Seward, Monody on Major André, The Second Edition (Lichfield: J. Jackson, 1781). 
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contrast between two stages of André’s identity, first as a lover and then as a soldier, 
Seward feminizes the arts and masculinizes war. After André hears about Honora’s 
marriage to another man, according to Seward’s narrative, he decides to join the army. 
He declares London the inspirational center for the sister arts:  
“Where Painting burns the Grecian Meed to claim,  
“From the high Temple of immortal Fame,  
“Bears to the radiant Goal, with ardent pace,  
“Her Kauffman’s Beauty, and her Reynold’s [sic] Grace; 
“Where Music floats the glitt’ring roofs among,  
“And with meand’ring cadence swells the Song,  
“While Sun-clad Poesy the Bard inspires,  
“And foils the Grecian Harps, the Latian Lyres.— 
 
The “voluptuous” city acts as an artistically nurturing bower for painters, musicians, and 
poets. Seward equitably cites both a female and a male painter as examples of British 
artistic talent, although her association of Angelica Kauffman with “Beauty” and Joshua 
Reynolds with “Grace” upholds a typical gendered division in the sister arts. In addition 
to painting, “Music floats” and mingles with “Sun-clad Poesy” in a scene of perfect 
artistic synthesis. In this portrayal of London, the three sister arts harmoniously coexist 
and inspire English artists and writers. The arts appear as a luxury of peacetime and are 
endowed with a feminized sense of repose and pleasure when contrasted with the 
masculinized pursuit of war.  
Seward represents André’s transformation from lover to soldier as a shedding of 
the raiment of the peaceful sister arts for the weapons of war. He dramatically exclaims:  
 “Ye soft’ning Luxuries! ye polish’d Arts! 
“Bend your enfeebling rays on tranquil hearts! 
“I quit the Song, the Pencil, and the Lyre,  
“White robes of Peace, and Pleasure’s soft attire,  
“To seize the Sword, to mount the rapid Car,  
  
124 
“In all the proud habiliments of War.—  
 
Participation in the sister arts—of “the Song, the Pencil, and the Lyre”— exists in an 
idealized and feminized past for André. The letters from André that Seward includes with 
the publication of the poem only heighten this portrayal of him as participating in 
“soft’ning Luxuries” with the ladies; in Letter I (Clapton, Oct. 3, 1769), for example, 
André writes: “So your happiness at Shrewsbury scorn’d to be indebted to public 
amusements -- Five Virgins -- united in the soft bonds of friendship! -- How I should 
have lik’d to have made the sixth!” (30). These “soft bonds of friendship” resemble 
Seward’s description of the sister arts as “Pleasure’s soft attire.” André must abandon 
these “polish’d Arts” in his quest for martial glory, which is reflected in the abandonment 
of “Pleasure’s soft attire” for the sharp “Sword” and “rapid Car” of war.  
Nostalgically, Seward presents André as a master of the sister arts in his youth 
before he becomes a soldier; in particular, she emphasizes his talent for painting:  
Young Genius led thee to his varied fane,  
Bade thee ask all his gift’s, nor ask in vain; [sic] 
Hence novel thoughts, in ev’ry lustre drest 
Of pointed wit, that diamond of the breast; 
Hence glow’d thy fancy with poetic ray,  
Hence music warbled in thy sprightly lay; 
And hence thy pencil, with his colours warm,  
Caught ev’ry grace, and copied ev’ry charm,  
Whose transient glories beam on Beauty’s cheek,  
And bid the glowing Ivory breathe and speak.  
Blest pencil! by kind Fate ordain’d to save 
HONORA’s semblance from her early grave,  
Oh! while on JULIA’s arm it sweetly smiles,  
And each lorn thought, each long regret beguiles,  
Fondly she weeps the hand, which form’d the spell,  
Now shroudless mould’ring in its earthly cell!  
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While Seward lauds André’s skill in literature (“poetic ray”) and music (“sprightly lay”), 
she praises him most for his ability to capture Honora’s beauty in painting. Even though 
Seward criticizes the miniatures for not adequately representing Honora’s beauty in her 
personal letters, she praises their likeness in the poem.22 Because she structures the 
relationships in the poem around the portraits, Seward must aggrandize André’s artistic 
talent in the elegy. These miniature portraits stand in for Honora in her absence; for 
André, Honora is absent because of her engagement to another man and the physical 
distance between England and America, but for Seward, Honora is dead. By telling 
André’s story and contrasting his romanticized relationship to the portrait in the past with 
her own grief-stricken relationship to the picture of Honora in the present, Seward 
constructs the poem across a sharp temporal divide. The physical nature of the art objects 
themselves allows her to connect herself intimately to both the artist and the sitter of the 
portraits, both of whom now exist for her only in the past.  
As artifacts to be handled and worn on the body, miniatures involve an intimate 
physicality that is not present in a viewer’s relationship to other forms of portraiture. 
According to Marcia Pointon, “miniatures are historically, quintessentially, about the 
oscillation between self and other. They stage a linkage between the subject and an other 
and generate, in eighteenth-century England, a mass of affective imagery narrating 
contemplative moments, often with erotic implications, in which solitary young men and 
                                                
22 In a letter from 1798, for instance, Seward writes that the portrait painter John Smart “totally 
missed the likeness, which Major André had, from his then inexperience in the art, so faintly, and with so 
little justice to her beauty, caught” (5:109).  
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women gaze at miniatures.”23 After establishing her own physical bond with the 
miniature—that she wears it constantly on her arm—Seward eroticizes André’s 
relationship with the painted miniature of Honora. The physical reminder of the portrait, 
hanging about his neck, comes to stand in for the body of Honora herself: he gazes on it 
lovingly and protects it passionately.  
 While with nice hand he mark’d the living grace,  
And matchless sweetness of HONORA’s Face,  
Th’ enamour’d Youth the faithful traces blest,  
That barb’d the dart of Beauty in his breast; 
Around his neck th’ enchanting Portrait hung,  
While a warm vow burst ardent from his tongue.  
That from his bosom no succeeding day,  
No chance should bear that Talisman away.  
 
 ’Twas thus Apelles bask’d in Beauty’s blaze,  
And felt the mischief of the steadfast gaze;  
Trac’d with disorder’d hand Campaspe’s charms,  
And as their beams the kindling Canvas warms,  
Triumphant Love, with still superior art,  
Engraves their wonders on the Painter’s heart.  
 
While one portrait remains constantly on “JULIA’s arm,” the other hangs around André’s 
neck. The heightened physicality of the description of “a warm vow burst[ing] ardent 
from his tongue” underscores the sensuality that Seward continues to construct in her 
descriptions of André’s bodily relationship to this piece of artwork. By comparing 
André’s relationship with Honora to that between Apelles and Campaspe, Seward 
emphasizes how desire can be structured through the relationship between a male painter 
                                                
23 Marcia Pointon, “‘Surrounded with Brilliants’: Miniature Portraits in Eighteenth-Century 
England,” The Art Bulletin 83.1 (Mar. 2001): 48-71 (63). 
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and a female subject.24 Seward describes the way that Apelles and André view the female 
body, combining painterly observation with sexual desire, as the “mischief of the 
steadfast gaze.” The act of painting here, with the “kindling Canvas warm[ing]” under the 
touch of the male artist, manifests sexual desire. Through the comparison to Apelles, 
André resembles Ovid’s Pygmalion, who creates a statue of his ideal woman and falls in 
love with it.25 When Seward draws attention to her own wearing of the other miniature—
which is a product of Andre’s erotic artistic production—she suggests the sensuousness 
of her own desire.   
This sense of physical intimacy with the painted portrait is heightened when 
Seward describes how André hides the portrait in his mouth when the Americans capture 
him, so that it becomes the only object they are unable to strip from him. Seward 
represents André declaring: 
 “What tho’ HONORA’s voice no more shall charm! 
“No more her beamy smile my bosom warm! 
“Yet from these eyes shall force for ever tear 
“The sacred Image of that Form so dear?-- 
“Shade of my Love!--tho’ mute and cold thy charms,  
“Ne’er hast thou blest my happy Rival’s arms! 
“To my sad heart each Dawn has seen thee prest! 
“Each Night has laid thee pillow’d on my breast! 
“Force shall not tear thee from thy faithful shrine; 
“Shade of my Love! thou shalt be ever mine! 
 
                                                
24 It was believed that Apelles was hired by Alexander the Great to paint his mistress, Campaspe, 
but once Alexander saw the painting, he realized that the artist loved her more than he did, and offered her 
to him.  
25 Dryden’s translation of Ovid’s Pygmalion also emphasizes the male artist’s warming of the cold 
art object: “Fir’d with this Thought [that the statue’s flesh might be soft], at once he strain’d the Breast / 
And on the Lips a burning Kiss impress’d” (22-23). 
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Seward juxtaposes the religious diction of the “sacred Image” and the “faithful shrine” 
with André’s sensual treatment of the portrait as his wife, sleeping with it every night and 
declaring his commitment to it eternally. André’s relationship to the portrait appears 
strikingly similar to the way that Seward describes her own relationship to images of 
Honora in her letters. Describing a visit from Lovel Edgeworth, for example, Seward 
writes: “I did not shew him the strikingly-like paper outline upon a larger scale, because 
it was in my bed-chamber. It is there, that it may be the last object I behold ere I sleep; 
and it is the companion of all my excursions” (3:175). Seward thus transfers her own 
ritual of gazing on the image of Honora each night to André, thereby translating her own 
affection for Honora into the romanticized, heterosexual courtship narrative of this elegy. 
Backscheider aptly extends Eve Sedgwick’s triangular model of male-male desire 
to Seward’s representation of André’s love for Honora in her monody and letters: 
“Honora’s brief encounter with André becomes the window revealing Seward’s passion” 
(301). In the letters between Seward and André, Backscheider claims, “Honora is 
unmistakably the shared object of desire, and Seward had the real woman, as well as the 
miniature, during most of the courtship and its aftermath. The result is that a narrative of 
physically charged, if not sexually explicit, intimate love between Seward and Sneyd 
becomes clearly visible because of the obviously less intimate heterosexual love story” 
(303). In Seward’s letters, she consciously reveals her commiseration with André’s 
disappointment when Honora marries someone else:  
In May 1773 she [Honora] married. Ah! how deeply was I a fellow-sufferer with 
Major André on this marriage!---but her attachment to him had never the 
tenderness of her friendship for me; it was a mere compound of gratitude and 
esteem, of which his letters shew that he was always aware. We both lost her 
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forever. That form, the light of my eyes, was divided from me for life by the Irish 
sea; and that heart, whose affection I prized more than life, to me became 
indurated. 
(4:217-218) 
 
While Seward identifies herself as a “fellow-sufferer” with André, she also insists that 
her bond with Honora was always more powerful than any romantic connection that 
André may have shared with Honora. Seward creates a “physically charged” association 
between herself and Honora by routing it through the romanticized, heterosexual story of 
André’s courtship. I would argue that Seward accomplishes this impassioned, emotional 
transference through her poetic description of the matching miniature portraits: the 
painted images of Honora become emotionally, physically, and perhaps erotically 
charged in the poem.  
Honora herself, as a fully formed, complex human being, never appears. By 
representing André as the artist who exhibits both desire and artistic talent, and Honora as 
the beautiful female sitter who is rendered into a passive and mute art object to be 
admired and desired, Seward, in a way, reproduces the standard gendered paradigm of 
power within the pictorial tradition. By drawing a parallel between herself and André, 
however, she drastically complicates this typical dynamic; she appropriates the typically 
heterosexual relationship between the (usually male) artist and his (usually female) 
subject in order to express her own same-sex desire. André, too, is ultimately rendered 
into a simplified character through Seward’s verse, while Seward maintains her own 
complex relationship not only to the miniature painted by André, but also to a wider 
collection of various artistic representations of Honora.  
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“Slumbering sight”: the Paper Silhouette and Seward’s Adaptation of Pope’s Eloisa 
In her letters and poetry, Seward describes the various artistic representations of 
Honora that she owns. Through her relationship to these art objects, Seward 
communicates both desire and loss. Even more than the miniature portrait painted by 
André, Seward treasured a paper silhouette of Honora that she herself had executed. In a 
letter, Seward writes,    
Another striking likeness of my lost Honora, in a paper shade, taken when she 
was seventeen, stands opposite my bed, and has stood there from the time she left 
this house, in her nineteenth year. Thus are those dear lineaments ever present to 
my sight, when I am beneath this roof, alike in the hours of energy and of repose, 
retouching the traits of memory, over which indistinctness is apt to steal, in 
consequence of perpetual and too intense recurrence. But for such aptness, 
pictures of those we love would be of little value.  
(5:109-110) 
The “paper shade” that Seward mentions in her letter to Lady Eleanor Butler becomes the 
focus of her “Invocation to the Genius of Slumber.”26 Written in 1787, six years after 
Honora’s death, this poem expresses Seward’s grief by contrasting the vision of Honora 
in her dreams with the silhouette that remains beside her bed. In order to represent female 
sexuality through transgressive acts of vision and fantasy, Seward draws extensively on 
the language and imagery of two poems by Pope, Elegy to an Unfortunate Lady and 
Eloisa to Abelard.   
Written in heroic couplets, Seward’s poem employs the same meter as Pope’s 
Elegy to an Unfortunate Lady, and she also creates a similarly gothic mood. Like Pope’s 
speaker, who is approached by a “beckoning ghost” in the “moonlight shade” (1), 
                                                
26 Because there is no modern authoritative edition of Seward’s poetry, quotations from her poems 
are taken from The Poetical Works of Anna Seward, ed. Walter Scott, 3 vols (Edinburgh: James Ballantyne 
and Co.; London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, and Orme, 1810). 
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Seward’s speaker is visited by the ghostly figure of Honora, who emerges from 
“sepulchral night” to visit Seward’s dreams (7). Pope’s speaker insists on the sanctified 
nature of the lady’s gravesite, despite her exclusion from Christian burial because of her 
suicide:  
What though no sacred earth allow thee room,  
Nor hallowed dirge be muttered o’er thy tomb? 
Yet shall thy grave with rising flowers be dressed,  
And the green turf lie lightly on thy breast: 
There shall the morn her earliest tears bestow, 
There the first roses of the year shall blow; 
While angels with their silver wings o’ershade 
The ground, now sacred by thy relics made.  
(61-78) 
 
Though she would have been socially and religiously condemned, the unnamed lady is 
decorated with “rising flowers” and “the first roses of the year.” In her description of 
Honora’s gravesite, Seward similarly emphasizes that the spot is “sacred” and venerated 
by nature, even though it has been deserted by other people: 
On that unshrined, yet ever-sacred spot,  
By faithless Love deserted and forgot,  
Six bloomy springs their crystal light have show’d, 
Their sun-gilt rains in fragrant silence flow’d,  
Mild as my sorrows (calm’d by passing years) 
Time-soften’d sights, and time-assuaged tears.  
(45-50) 
 
Both the grave of “no sacred earth” of the unfortunate lady and Honora’s “unshrined” 
grave are abandoned, “deserted and forgot” by people other than the speakers, and are 
marked instead by the flowers, tears, and fragrances of springtime.  
Though not an elegy, Eloisa to Abelard shares a similar mood to Elegy to an 
Unfortunate Lady, and Seward draws on the language of the poem to describe forbidden 
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sensual desire in spiritual terms. Like Eloisa, Seward’s speaker finds dreaming a 
liberating state in which she can claim sexual agency denied to her in life: 
Spirit of Dreams, that when the dark hours steep  
In the soft dews of life-embalming sleep,  
Our busy senses, canst restore the lost,  
The loved, the mourn’d, from Death’s mysterious coast,  
Propitious lately to my votive lay,  
And the lone musing of the joyless day,  
From ’whelming years, and from sepulchral night,  
Thou gav’st Honora to my slumbering sight 
             (1-8) 
 
The abstract influence of the “Spirit of Dreams” combines with the physical power of the 
body’s “busy senses” to allow the speaker to dream of the dead. Many poets appeal to 
sleep and dreaming to provide a form of respite from the pains of life and to allow them 
to enact a desperate, if illusory, reunion with the forms of lost loved ones.27 In this poem, 
“slumbering sight” becomes a particularly powerful form of vision because it breaks 
down the boundaries that usually divide absence from presence, the living from the dead, 
and the past from the present. Able to overcome even the darkness of “sepulchral night,” 
this form of seeing defies the conventions of bodily vision. Furthermore, this “slumbering 
sight” does not obey a linear sense of time: Seward sees Honora “in youth’s first bloom” 
(10) and as she was “in those golden years foregone” (17).  
 This “slumbering sight” conveys more than just a visual image; Seward describes 
her encounter with the dreamt Honora with sensory imagery, emphasizing that the 
experience is an embodied interaction:  
                                                
27 See, for example, Edward Young’s Night-Thoughts (1742-1745) and William Mason’s “Elegy 
V. On the Death of a Lady” (1760). This becomes a popular topic among the Romantic poets. See Charlotte 
Smith’s sonnets such as “To sleep,” “When welcome slumber sets my spirit free,” and “To night” (1786); 
Lord Byron’s “The Dream” (1816); and Felicia Hemans’s “The Land of Dreams.” 
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Why, visionary Power, so seldom kind  
To the deprived, the life-retracing mind;  
Withholding oft, ’mid thy obtrusive swarm,  
My day-dream’s idol, fair Honora’s form?  
O! when thou giv’st it, then, and only then,  
Lost to my woes, I live with her again.  
Again on me those soft’ning eye-balls shine!  
I hear her speak! I feel her arm on mine!  
Real as fair, the tender pleasures glow,  
Sweet, as the past was potent to bestow,  
Freed from that sense which shrouds with dire controul  
Volition’s image in a cypress stole. 
(27-38) 
When Seward describes Honora as “my day-dream’s idol,” she implies that her obsession 
with Honora’s image borders on idolatry, much as Eloisa’s licentious fixation on 
Abelard’s image defies the chastity of the convent. Eloisa’s dreamt encounters with 
Abelard involve both seeing and touching: “I hear thee, view thee, gaze o’er all thy 
charms, / And round thy phantom glue my clasping arms.”28 Similarly, rather than simply 
seeing a vision of Honora, Seward describes a physical interaction: Honora looks back at 
her, speaks to her, and even touches her. While her days may be ruled by her idolatry for 
the art objects that represent Honora, her nights involve a much more fully realized 
fantasy involving “tender pleasures” and a sense of liberation. The “visionary power” of 
dreaming, and the “tender pleasures” that she experiences, free the speaker from the “dire 
controul” of rational “sense.”  
Seward describes the creation of the silhouette as an artistic capturing of Honora’s 
ephemeral beauty, executed by Seward’s own “anxious hand” in an act of love. 
                                                
28 Alexander Pope, “Eloisa to Abelard,” in the Twickenham Edition of The Rape of the Lock and 
Other Poems, ed. Geoffrey Tillotson; 3d ed. (London and New Haven: Methuen and Yale University, 
1962), lines 233-234. All quotations from “Eloisa to Abelard” are taken from this edition and line numbers 
will be cited parenthetically.  
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Once, as the taper’s steady light convey’d  
Upon the white expanse the graceful shade  
Of sweet Honora’s face, the traces fair  
My anxious hand pursued, and fixed them there;  
To throw, in spite of Fate’s remorseless crimes,  
Soft soothing magic o’er succeeding times.  
For this dear purpose, near my couch I placed  
The shade, by Love assiduously traced;  
And, while no sullen curtain drops between,  
The image consecrates the sombrous scene;  
Serenely sweet it stands,---at morn, at eve,  
The first, last object these fond eyes perceive:  
And still my heart, and oft my lips address  
The shadowy form of her who lived to bless. 
     (51-64) 
  
Seward uses religious diction to describe the silhouette—the image of Honora 
“consecrates” and “bless[es]” her surroundings—and Seward’s behavior toward the 
sacred image resembles a devotional ritual. The silhouette becomes a precious relic: she 
looks at it when she first awakens in the morning and again before she sleeps at night 
(“The first, last object these fond eyes perceive”).  
As Seward’s speaker continues, the scene becomes increasingly gothic, as the 
clock strikes midnight and her candle dies out. Visually fixated on the image of the 
silhouette, the speaker invites the pleasure-filled dreams that she hopes to invoke: 
Now strikes the midnight clock;---the taper gleams  
With the faint flash of half-expiring beams,  
And soon that lovely semblance shall recede,  
And Sleep’s dim veils its thrilling powers impede.  
I feel their balmy, kind, resistless charms  
Creep o’er my closing eyes,---I fold my arms,  
Breathing in murmurs thro’ the paly gloom,  
“Come to my dreams, my lost Honora, come!  
Back as the waves of Time benignly roll,  
Shew thy bright face to my enchanted soul!” 
     (65-74) 
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With this transition from religious diction to an ardently expressed plea for the beloved 
figure to appear in her dreams, Seward’s speaker emulates Pope’s Elosia. Seward’s use of 
the rhyme of “roll” and “soul,” in particular, imitates Eloisa’s language. This rhyme 
appears several times in Pope’s poem, but, most significantly, it marks the climactic 
moment of Eloisa’s masturbatory fantasy, in which Abelard embraces her soul at the 
moment of her death: “See my lips tremble, and my eye-balls roll, / Suck my last breath, 
and catch my flying soul!” (323-324). By associating herself with Eloisa through this use 
of rhyme, Seward presents her desire for Honora as simultaneously sexual and spiritual.    
In fact, Seward’s language throughout this stanza evokes the scene in “Eloisa to 
Abelard” when Eloisa describes her desire for Abelard:  
Come! with thy looks, thy words, relieve my woe; 
Those still at least are left thee to bestow.  
Still on that breast enamour’d let me lie, 
Still drink delicious poison from thy eye,  
Pant on thy lip, and to thy heart be prest; 
Give all thou canst—and let me dream the rest.  
[ . . . ] 
When at the close of each sad, sorrowing day,  
Fancy restores what vengeance snatch’d away, 
Then conscience sleeps, and leaving nature free, 
All my loose soul unbounded springs to thee.  
      (119-124, 225-228).  
 
Seward often modeled her own work on Pope’s, and as Kairoff has shown, Pope’s 
“Eloisa to Abelard” became a particularly popular model for many women writers during 
the eighteenth century.29 Both Eloisa and Seward’s speaker address an object that stands 
as a substitute for her absent lover (Abelard’s letter and Honora’s silhouette), both use the 
                                                
29 Claudia Thomas Kairoff, Alexander Pope and His Eighteenth-Century Women Readers 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1994), 174. 
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sexually suggestive command “Come!,” and both find dreaming to be a pleasurable 
recompense for the sexual acts that cannot be enacted in life. Stuart Curran reads this as a 
queer poem, and notes that  
Seward manages to conflate a whole series of contraries around the meeting point 
of death and life: reality and illusion, the profane and the sacred, even, it would 
appear, the sexual and the spiritual. I suspect the poet herself would protest over 
the last of these binary pairings, but her representation of intense, undeviating, yet 
frustrated desire and its climactic invocation—‘Come to my dreams, my lost 
Honora, come’ (1: 103)—conveys a powerful sense of a longing that transcends 
whatever spiritual affinity it recognizes as sustaining it.30 
 
As we have seen repeatedly, invoking those art objects that represent Honora enables 
Seward to express this kind of passionate, sensual affection. In other words, our reading 
of these poems that express same-sex desire must account for the way that Seward routes 
this desire through various drawings, paintings, and images. Crucially, she fetishizes 
Honora through her use of these art objects, and she utilizes the dynamics of the gaze in 
order to convey her elegiac relationship with the deceased.  
 
That “similitude of the fair idol of my affections”: The print of Romney’s Serena 
and the Ladies of Llangollen Vale 
 In addition to the miniature portrait painted by André and the paper silhouette 
crafted by herself, Seward wrote about a third artistic representation of Honora that she 
valued above all others: a mezzotint reproduction of George Romney’s painting of Serena 
from William Hayley’s popular poem The Triumphs of Temper (see figure 3.1). 
Surprisingly, Seward finds Romney’s image of a fictional character to be a more accurate 
                                                
30 Stuart Curran, “Dynamics of Female Friendship in the Later Eighteenth Century,” Nineteenth-
Century Contexts 23.2 (2001): 221-139 (229). 
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representation of Honora than portraits painted of her when she was alive. Seward 
describes her love for Honora and her admiration for this particular image in her letters to 
Eleanor Butler and Sarah Posonby, who became known as the “Ladies of Llangollen” 
after they fled their families in Ireland to live together in Wales. Seward even procured a 
second copy of this mezzotint and gave it to Butler and Posonby to display in their 
pastoral retreat, “Plas Newydd.” 
Butler, to avoid being forced into a nunnery, and Posonby, to avoid being forced 
into an unbearable marriage, eloped to Wales and established their own home, Plas 
Newydd, as a peaceful, pastoral, and intellectual retreat where they lived out the rest of 
their lives together. There, Butler and Posonby received friends and visitors that included 
many of the most well-known figures and intellectuals of their day, such as the Duke of 
Wellington, William Wordsworth, Robert Southey, Sir Walter Scott, Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan, Lady Caroline Lamb, and Josiah Wedgwood. Their library, in particular, was 
well regarded and came to be known as the “Saloon of Minerva.”31 With Ponsonby’s skill 
in visual art and Butler’s in writing, the two women often collaborated to create unique 
gifts for friends, uniting the two sister arts in their own domestic practice.32 In her 
biographical study of Butler and Posonby, Elizabeth Mavor describes their relationship as 
one of “romantic friendship.” They lived together, shared a bed, and called each other 
“my beloved” and “my better half.” “In a word,” Mavor writes, “the two women’s 
                                                
31 Susan Valladares, “An Introduction to the ‘literary person[s]’ of Anne Listor and the Ladies of 
Llangollen,” Literature Compass 10.4 (2013): 360. Rather than focusing on their same-sex love, Valladares 
emphasizes Butler and Posonby’s “literary interests and activities” (354).  
32 See Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Ivan Gaskell, and Sara Schechner, Tangible Things: Making 
History through Objects (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 80-82. 
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relationship was what we in modern terms would consider a marriage.”33 That Seward 
would discuss her love for Honora with Butler and Posonby and would request that they 
preserve Honora’s image in their home suggests that Seward may have seen a parallel 
between the same-sex relationship of these ladies and her own “romantic friendship” with 
Honora.  
In a letter to Butler (dated 4 June 1798) Seward ranks the various art objects that 
represent Honora and discusses her particular fondness for the mezzotint: 
Honora Sneyd, after she became Mrs Edgeworth, sat to Smart, at that time 
a celebrated miniature-painter. He totally missed the likeness, which Major André 
had, from his then inexperience in the art, so faintly, and with so little justice to 
her beauty, caught. Romney accidentally, and without having ever beheld her, 
produced it completely. Yes, he drew, to represent the Serena of the Triumphs of 
Temper, his own abstract idea of perfect loveliness, and the form and the face of 
Honora Sneyd rose beneath his pencil. 
Few circumstances have proved so fortunate for the indulgence of my 
heart as this accidental resemblance. A fortnight since, according to my annual 
custom, I removed it from my sitting-room below stairs, of western aspect, to my 
little embowered book-room, into whose northern window the sun never looks in 
his ardour, though it catches partially, in summer, the golden glances of his 
evening beams. Thus is this beauteous resemblance my constant companion, and 
contributes to endear, as the bright reality endeared, in times long past, this 
pleasant mansion to my affections; –and thus, whenever I lift my eyes from my 
pen, my book, or the faces of my companions, they anchor on that countenance, 
which was the sun of my youthful horizon. 
(5:109-110) 
Seward rejects the portraits painted by Smart and André; instead, she lauds Romney’s 
“accidental” replication of Honora’s form, which magically “rose beneath his pencil” as 
he contemplated the “abstract idea of perfect loveliness.” In this image, Serena is 
depicted in her nightgown, reading late into the night; in the poem she is described as an 
                                                
33 Elizabeth Mavor, The Ladies of Llangollen: A Study in Romantic Friendship (London: Michael 
Joseph, 1971), 10. 
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avid reader of fiction who pores over her novels. This print of Serena/Honora becomes 
Seward’s “constant companion”; placed in Seward’s “embowered book-room,” the image 
of Honora reading accompanies Seward during her own time spent reading and writing, 
as Honora would have when she was alive.  
Seward’s instance on the superior value of this image because of its emotional 
effect on her resembles a well-known passage from Addison’s essays on the pleasures of 
the imagination:  
There is yet another Circumstance which recommends a Description more than all 
the rest, and that is, if it represents to us such Objects as are apt to raise a secret 
Ferment in the Mind of the Reader, and to work, with Violence, upon his 
Passions. For, in this Case, we are at once warmed and enlightened, so that the 
Pleasure becomes more Universal, and is several ways qualified to entertain us. 
Thus, in Painting, it is pleasant to look on the Picture of any Face, where the 
Resemblance is hit, but the Pleasure encreases, if it be the Picture of a Face that is 
beautiful, and is still greater, if the Beauty be softned with an Air of Melancholly 
or Sorrow.34 
 
Like Addison, who ascribes a particular power to images that “raise a secret Ferment in 
the mind of the Reader” and “work” “with Violence, upon his Passions,” Seward finds 
this “accidental resemblance” a “fortunate” event for “the indulgence of [her] heart.” 
When Seward suggests that Romney’s image manifests the “abstract idea of perfect 
loveliness” in the features of Honora, she may also reveal that his image surpasses the 
more realistic portraits because the “Beauty” of the face has been artistically “softened 
with an Air of Melancholly,” as Addison recommends. 
By valuing the image of a fictional figure over portraits painted from life, Seward 
reveals her devotion to affective rather than mimetic representation. In other words, she 
                                                
34 Joseph Addison, No. 418, The Spectator, ed. Donald F. Bond, vol. 3 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1965) 567. 
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values art’s capacity for representing personal and emotional meaning over its ability to 
reproduce the visual details of a figure. She explains in another letter (this one addressed 
to Ponsonby rather than Butler) that the image of Romney’s Serena captures more than 
Honora’s physical features; it also represents a particular state of her mind:   
I have been fortunate enough in procuring another copy of Romney’s 
Serena, which I mentioned to you as having accidentally formed a perfect 
similitude of my lost Honora Sneyd’s face and figure, when she was serenely 
perusing the printed and unimpassioned thoughts of others. To the varying glories 
of her own countenance, when she was expressing her own, or listening to the 
effusions of genius, no pencil could do justice. But that sweet, that sacred 
decency, that reserved dignity of virgin grace, which characterized her look and 
air, when her thoughts were tranquil, live in this dear portrait, while the turn of the 
head and neck, and every feature, reflect hers, as in a mirror.  
           (5: 15-
17) 
 
Seward imagines that Honora’s “sacred decency” and “that reserved dignity of virgin 
grace” now “live in this dear portrait.” Her diction, which describes how aspects of the 
deceased Honora live on within this art object, shows how she sees art as capable not 
only of representing the dead but also of preserving their life-force through time. She 
continues to develop this sense of the portrait as maintaining a version of the living 
Honora when she compares the image to a “mirror.” Seward’s description of the print 
“reflect[ing]” Honora’s “turn of the head and neck” “as in a mirror” suddenly conjures up 
an almost ghostly presence. Figuring the image as the reflection in a mirror rather than 
the product of an artist demands the presence of the original figure whose image is being 
reflected. Looking at the image of Romney’s Serena, we momentarily imagine that we 
see the reflection of Honora instead; thus, this simile eerily calls upon the dead Honora to 
rise in our imaginations.  
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In the same letter, Seward continues with her plans for providing a duplicate of 
the print to Butler and Ponsonby:  
 The plate is now become so scarce, that fortune has singularly favoured 
my attempts. It was procured in the country, and will be sent to London to be 
framed ere it travels to Llangollen. The lively interest which you have each taken 
in her idea, excited my fervent wish that you should behold her as she was, in a 
lovely work of art, which recals [sic] her image 
 
  ‘From the dark shadows of o’erwhelming years,  
  In colours fresh, originally bright.’ 
 
Yes, I am ambitious that her form should be enshrined in the receptacle of grace 
and beauty, and appear there distinctly as those of Lady E. Butler and Miss 
Ponsonby, are engraven on the memory and on the heart of their faithful, &c.” 
          (5:15-
17) 
  
Continuing to emphasize how this particular art object can “recall” Honora’s “image” 
from death, Seward quotes Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, a poem in which Young 
reflects on the death of his wife. Sending the image of her beloved to be “enshrined” in 
the home of a pair of women who live together as if married and quoting Night Thoughts, 
a poem, in part, about the death of a spouse, Seward again implies that her bond with 
Honora surpassed the casual friendship that some scholars still insist upon.   
Seward asks Butler and Posonby to “enshrine” Honora’s “form” within Plas 
Newydd, that “receptacle of grace and beauty.” In a letter to Butler, she continues her 
campaign to have this engraving, the “similitude of the fair idol of [her] affections,” 
“enshrined” in “the Lyceum of Llangollen”; she writes, “I am excessively gratified, that 
you think dear Honora lovely; that you honour her with a situation so distinguished” 
(5:109-110). Seward refers to the mezzotint print as her “dear Honora” and uses female 
pronouns (“that you honour her”) further blurring the distinction between the real Honora 
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and this art object. Seward’s determination to have this image of Honora “enshrined” 
within this particular environment reveals another strategy that Seward utilizes in order to 
encode her love for Honora through the treatment of an art object.  
In gratitude to Butler and Posonby for their hospitality when she visited them, 
Seward composed a poetic tribute called Llangollen Vale, Inscribed to the Right 
Honourable Lady Eleanor Butler, and Miss Ponsonby. After a more general reflection on 
Wales and the story of  “Owen Glendour” (Owain Glyndŵr) in the first half of the poem, 
Seward focuses specifically on Butler and Posonby in the second half:   
Now with a vestal lustre glows the Vale,  
Thine, sacred Friendship, permanent as pure;  
In vain the stern authorities assail,  
In vain persuasion spreads her silken lure,  
High-born, and high-endow’d, the peerless twain,  
Pant for coy Nature’s charms ’mid silent dale, and plain.  
(85-90) 
 
Seward portrays Butler and Posonby as united in “sacred Friendship, permanent as pure.” 
Presenting the “High-born, and high-endow’d” ladies as heroines, Seward admires how 
they have evaded “the stern authorities” and have established a refuge for their lives 
together. In Wales the women find “the fairy palace of the Vale” surrounded by 
“Arcadian bowers,” where they devote themselves “to letter’d ease” and “Friendship’s 
blest repose” (97-102). Seward recounts the enchanting experience of entering their 
world when she visits the “dear, minute Lyceum” “at the twilight grey” with the reflected 
light of stained-glass windows and “glow-worm lamps” that “diffuse a pale, green light / 
Such as in mossy lanes illume the starless night” (109-114). Illuminated by “pale, green 
light,” the ladies’ library appears an extension of the natural landscape of the vale. As she 
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had described reverently moving the print of Serena/Honora to her “little embowered 
book-room” so that she could look at it while reading, Seward here glorifies the library of 
Plas Newydd as a sanctified site for female relationships. For Seward, then, literary 
activity and the environments that house reading and writing help to foster powerful 
female bonds.       
In a strange turn at the end of the poem, Seward imagines Butler and Posonby 
being killed simultaneously: 
May one kind ice-bolt, from the mortal stores,  
Arrest each vital current as it flows,  
That no sad course of desolated hours  
Here vainly nurse the unsubsiding woes!  
While all who honour Virtue, gently mourn  
Llangollen’s vanish’d Pair, and wreath their sacred urn. 
(169-174) 
As Lanser explains, with this turn toward elegy and epitaph, a poem that begins as “an 
idealizing tribute to a female couple, women at the time aged forty and fifty-six who will 
live for more than thirty years,” ends by killing them. “Seward preserves the idea of the 
couple at the expense of the couple's life.”35 Lanser finds this trope—of idealizing and 
preserving a same-sex couple by imagining their death—as having “a persistent place in 
Romantic representations of the sapphic,” but finds its appearance in this text, “inscribed 
as it is to the women whose death it imagines,” as having “a particularly disconcerting 
resonance” (232). By ending the poem with the fantasy of a lightning bolt simultaneously 
killing Butler and Posonby, Seward may have wanted to spare them the grief that she 
herself experienced as a result of Honora’s death.  
                                                
35 Susan B. Lanser. The Sexuality of History: Modernity and the Sapphic, 1565-1830 (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2014), 232. 
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 Perhaps in Butler and Posonby Seward saw the possibility for the kind of life that 
she would have liked to live with Honora. Though such a life would have been 
impossible, even if Honora had lived longer (Honora was, after all, married to 
Edgeworth, much to Seward’s consternation), this model—of women living together, 
reading in their library, and entertaining prestigious guests—must have appealed to 
Seward. If the miniatures painted by André and the paper silhouette executed by Seward 
stand as symbols of Seward’s private desire for Honora, the print of Romney’s Serena 
represents how Seward wants Honora to be remembered more publicly. By providing a 
duplicate copy to the women to hang in Llangollan Vale, Seward finds a way to 
“enshrine” and preserve her own love for Honora within a safe space that has been 
designed specifically for enabling the same-sex love of two women.  
 
“Straining sight” in Seward’s “Honora, An Elegy” and Gray’s Sonnet on the Death 
of Mr. Richard West  
In many ways Seward’s poems about Honora’s absence and death extend the 
elegiac tradition of Thomas Gray. Seward considered Gray to be a “resplendent” lyric 
poet to whom she could point as an example of poetic achievement in her own age 
(Constable 2:85-86). Though earlier critics of Gray tended to utterly efface the poet’s 
sexuality, more recent scholars have rightly read Gray’s Sonnet on the Death of Mr. 
Richard West as participating in a tradition of elegies in which male writers express loss 
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through the language of same-sex desire.36 George Haggerty argues that Gray was able to 
write about his same-sex desire so explicitly because he presented himself as “the 
melancholy figure of male-male desire,” which was a socially accepted persona during 
the eighteenth century.37 Of course, there was also a tradition during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries of female writers expressing passionate love for their female 
friends.38 According to Lanser, “a gentry class held in place a range of conventions 
dividing irreproachable female intimacies from dangerous ones and bifurcating friendship 
and sapphism along class lines.”39 One such convention, employed by female figures to 
express same-sex desire while avoiding censure, was to invoke “tropes of sisterhood” 
(Lanser 184), as Seward frequently does in her writing about Honora. In addition to these 
recognized tropes for expressing same-sex desire, I would add that both Gray and Seward 
also call upon a pictorial tradition for the same purpose. Gray and Seward both figure loss 
through acts of seeing and through depictions of specific landscapes that are marked by 
the beloved figure’s absence.   
In Gray’s Sonnet on the Death of Mr. Richard West, nature continues to behave 
normally after the death of Gray’s close friend from Eton, Richard West, which signifies 
                                                
36 Suvir Kaul’s monograph on Gray, Thomas Gray and Literary Authority (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1992), for example, makes no mention of the poet’s sexuality and discusses Gray’s 
Sonnet on the Death of Mr. Richard West as simply a poem about a “friend.” On Gray’s use of elegy to 
represent same-sex desire, see Robert F. Gleckner, Gray Agonistes: Thomas Gray and Masculine 
Friendship (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997) and George E. Haggerty, “O 
lachrymarum Fons: Tears, Poetry, and Desire in Gray,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 30, no.1 (Fall, 1996): 
81-95.  
37 George E. Haggerty, “O lachrymarum Fons: Tears, Poetry, and Desire in Gray,” 91. 
38 Katherine Philips’s poem “To my excellent Lucasia, on our Friendship” (1663) provides an 
excellent example of this tradition of poetry on intimate female friendship.  
39 Susan S. Lanser, “Befriending the Body: Female Intimacies as Class Acts,” Eighteenth-Century 
Studies 32 (1998-99): 179-198 (184). 
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the world’s complete indifference to his loss and grief. The sunrise and birdsong can 
offer no comfort (1-4); in fact, these former pleasures only intensify the speaker’s 
suffering because they incongruously grate against his feelings of loss. The speaker 
strains for sounds and images of the deceased that will never come: 
These ears, alas! for other notes repine, 
      A different object do these eyes require. 
My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine; 
      And in my breast the imperfect joys expire.40 
 
Gray uses synecdoche to list the parts of his body that are deprived of West’s presence 
(such as his “ears,” “eyes,” and “heart”), which suggests that West’s absence is first 
registered through bodily perception, then through emotional despondency. Looking and 
listening for the absent person, Gray’s speaker mourns West’s death and his own 
isolation.  
Gray’s long Latin poem “De Principiis Cogitandi” offers another elegy on West 
that complements the English sonnet. In the first book, dedicated and sent to West when 
he was still alive, Gray offers “hexameters intended to be in the manner of Lucretius, 
with Lockeian psychology replacing epicureanism as the guiding metaphysic.”41 In the 
second book, written after West’s death, Gray turns away from his lofty goal of 
expounding on Locke’s concepts in Latin, and offers a sorrowful elegy for West. The 
final verse paragraph reads:  
     At Tu, sancta anima, et nostri non indiga luctus,  
Stellanti templo, sincerique aetheris igne,  
                                                
40 Thomas Gray, Sonnet on the Death of Mr Richard West in The Poems of Thomas Gray, William 
Collins, Oliver Goldsmith, ed. Roger Lonsdale (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1969), lines 5-8.  
41 W. Hutchings, “Conversations with a Shadow: Thomas Gray’s Latin Poems to Richard West,” 
Studies in Philology 92, no. 1 (Winter 1995): 118-139 (137). 
  
147 
Unde orta es, fruere; atque oh si secura, nec ultra 
Mortalis, notos olim miserata labores 
Respectes, tenuesque vacet cognoscere curas; 
Humanam si forte alta de sede procellam 
Contemplere, metus stimulosque cupidinis acres, 
Gaudiaque et gemitus, parvoque in corde tumultum  
Irarum ingentem, et saevos sub pectore fluctus: 
Respice, et has lacrimas, memori quas ictus amore 
Fundo; quod possum, iuxta lugere sepulcrum 
Dum iuvat, et mutae vana haec iactare favillae. 
      (18-29) 
 
[But you, blessed spirit, who do not need my grief, rejoice in the starry circuit of 
the heavens and the fire of the pure ether whence you sprang. But, if, released 
from cares as you are, but not beyond mortal concerns, you look back with pity on 
once-familiar toils and are free to perceive our trivial anxieties; if, by chance, you 
look down from your lofty seat on the storm of human passion, the fears, the 
fierce promptings of desire, the joys and sorrows and the tumult of rage so huge in 
our tiny hearts, the furious surges of the breast; then look back on these tears, 
also, which, stricken with love, I pour out in memory of you; this is all I can do, 
while my only wish is to mourn at your tomb and address these empty words to 
your silent ashes.]42 
 
As in his sonnet, Gray here figures his grief as the breaking of a reciprocal bond. Where 
he once found a sympathetic ear, the speaker now confronts absence and silence. The 
understated expression in the sonnet—that “A different object do these eyes require”—
casts the speaker’s grief as a loss of vision. His eyes “require” West, the “object” that can 
never be seen again. In the Latin poem, Gray pleads with the deceased figure to “look 
back” at him from the afterlife; his repetition (if “you look back with pity” . . . “if, by 
chance, you look down” . . . “then look back on these tears”) places the power of 
connection between people, even those divided by death, in the dynamic of looking and 
being looked at. The English sonnet represents Gray looking for West but unable to see 
                                                
42 Text and translation from The Poems of Thomas Gray, William Collins, Oliver Goldsmith, ed. 
Roger Lonsdale. 
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him, while the Latin poem offers a desperate plea for the “blessed spirit” of West to look 
back at Gray. Both elegies, then, represent the bond broken between the two men by 
death as the harsh removal of the beloved “object” from sight.  
In other words, the men’s ability to look at one another is destroyed by death. Of 
this particular verse paragraph, W. Hutchings writes, “Death and life are separate spheres, 
the latter the scene of human passions—the sharp promptings of desire (‘cupidinis’: the 
most sexual word in Gray’s poetry to West), the joys and the sufferings” (137). In the 
connotation of the Latin word choice (“cupidinis”), then, Gray reveals how the act of 
looking signifies desire. The only action available to the speaker is to “pour out” tears “in 
memory” of West and his “only wish is to mourn” and “address these empty words” to 
West’s “silent ashes.” Similarly, the English sonnet ends: “I fruitless mourn to him that 
cannot hear, / And weep the more because I weep in vain” (13-14). Gray ends both of his 
elegies for West with futile tears and his words being met by silence. As in Wordsworth’s 
later poem “A Slumber did my Spirit Seal,” in which the dead Lucy “neither hears nor 
sees” (6), Gray’s loss of West is ultimately registered in his inability to hear or see him.  
Seward’s poem on Honora’s absence, “Honora, An Elegy,” begins in a similar 
manner, as her “straining sight” fails to find the missing person: “I bend on vacancy and 
earnest gaze / Where strong illusion cheats my straining sight” (11-12).43 Unlike her 
powerful “slumbering sight” in “Invocation to the Genius of Slumber,” Seward’s 
“straining sight” in this poem unsuccessfully attempts to “seize the loved resemblance” 
by visiting the places where she and Honora spent time together. She desperately reaches 
                                                
43 Seward wrote “Honora, An Elegy” in 1769 “on the terrace walk in the palace garden, Lichfield” 
after Honora left to spend a month in Shropshire. 
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for a “strong illusion” that ultimately collapses (9-12). Like Gray, whose eyes have been 
deprived of the beloved “object,” Seward establishes her sense of loss primarily through 
Honora’s sudden absence from her sight.  
“Honora, An Elegy” consists of heroic quatrains (iambic pentameter quatrains 
following an abab rhyme scheme), a common English elegiac stanza popularized by 
Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard, though Johnson considered the form 
unfitting for elegies.44 Even in the first four lines, Seward skillfully conveys a sense of 
anxiety and emotional unrest through her use of anaphora: 
Honora fled, I seek her favourite scene  
With hasty step, as I should meet her there;  
The hasty step and the disorder’d mien  
Fond expectation’s anxious semblance wear. 
      (1-4) 
 
By using the present tense (“I seek her favourite scene”) and the anaphora of “hasty 
step,” Seward crafts her verse to imitate the “disorder’d” and “anxious” sense of the 
speaker’s emotional upheaval, allowing the reader to feel the immediacy and intimacy of 
the composition. The absolute construction that begins the poem (“Honora fled”) 
heightens this sense of confusion, as Honora’s action is syntactically isolated from the 
rest of the sentence. While Gray uses synecdoche to represent his grieving speaker as 
fragmented, Seward uses clumsy word order to communicate her distraught speaker’s 
mental anguish. As the syntax appears close to breaking down, Seward’s speaker appears 
                                                
44 In his Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets (1779) Samuel Johnson wrote: “Why Hammond 
or other writers have thought the quatrain of ten syllables elegiac, it is difficult to tell. The character of the 
elegy is gentleness and tenuity: but this stanza has been pronounced by Dryden, whose knowledge of 
English literature was not inconsiderable, to be the most magnificent of all the measures which our 
language affords.” 
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bereft and powerless. These difficult lines demonstrate the disorientation the speaker 
feels as a result of Honora’s absence.  
Both Gray and Seward express the loss of the beloved by representing that 
figure’s absence from a specific landscape; in Seward’s case, the speaker’s desire to seek 
the absent figure by visiting “her favourite scene” establishes this connection between 
physical places and absent persons. Yet while Gray finds the “object” missing from his 
eyes a source of intense loneliness and isolation, Seward imagines an internalized 
simulacrum that offers her a continued sense of comfort and companionship. By 
personifying memory as a female artist, Seward is able to find an “embosom’d image” 
that may not be equal to the original, but clearly offers a sense of comfort and a feeling of 
Honora’s continuing presence in Seward’s life: 
And Memory, only Memory, can impart  
The dear enduring image to my view;  
Has she not drawn thee, loveliest, on my heart  
In faithful tints, and permanent as true?  
 
Transcending all associate forms disclose  
Of evanescent likeness; or each grace  
The breathing pencil’s happiest effort throws  
O’er the bright lines that imitate thy face.  
 
As much too fix’d as theirs too fleeting found,  
The pencil but one look, one gesture brings;  
But varying charms, each accent’s thrilling sound  
From Recollection’s juster portrait springs.  
 
Be then th’ embosom’d image only sought,  
Since perfect only can its magic prove!  
O! rise with all Honora’s sweetness fraught,  
Vivid, and perfect, as her Anna’s love. 
     (17-32)      
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In order to construct this companionable image of Honora, Seward must reject physical 
sight and its limitations. Instead, she turns to the mind’s eye in order to preserve the “dear 
enduring image” of Honora and appeals to Honora to “disclose” a true image to her 
memory.  Seward personifies Memory as a female artist who draws in “faithful tints” the 
“permanent” portrait of Honora on her “heart.” This “juster portrait” of Remembrance 
offers more than the static image of an earthly artist, as it can incorporate “thrilling 
sound[s]” in addition to a changeable image. The speaker proclaims her loyalty to “th’ 
embosom’d image” above all other representations of her absent friend. By figuring the 
“embosom’d image” as an imagined miniature worn as a locket, Seward emphasizes the 
tenderness and affection of her relationship to the image, and may be drawing on a 
famous letter from Pope to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, in which he writes: 
Upon my faith, this heart is not like a great Ware-house stored only with my own 
Goods, with vast empty spaces to be supplyd as fast as Interest or Ambition can 
fill them up; but it is every inch of it let out into Lodgings for its friends, and shall 
never want a Corner at your service: where I dare affirm Madam, your Idea lyes 
as warm, and as close, as any Idea in Christendom.45  
 
At the same time, the description of the “embosom’d image” grants the intangible image 
a sense of physicality, as if it were metaphorically embraced by or incorporated into the 
body of the speaker.  
While the male poets who typify the tradition of the sister arts often denigrate 
poetry by associating it with the female body, women writers like Seward elevate the 
fantasy of the female figure as an embodiment of visual art. Here, Seward insists that her 
                                                
45 Alexander Pope, Letter to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1716-17), The Correspondence of 
Alexander Pope, ed. George Sherburn, vol. 1 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1956), 383. 
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Memory is a more talented female artist than any of the male artists who painted 
Honora’s portrait (including Smart and André) and she claims to hold Honora’s image 
within her own bosom. For Gray, remembrance can only be a futile act of despair—“I 
pour out [tears] in memory of you”—but for Seward, memory allows her to construct a 
compensatory “embosom’d image” of the beloved figure. 
 This fantasy of the “embosom’d image” of the beloved has a suggestive precedent 
in William Shakespeare’s Sonnet 24:  
Mine eye hath played the painter and hath stelled 
Thy beauty’s form in table of my heart; 
My body is the frame wherein ’tis held, 
And perspective it is best painter’s art. 
For through the painter must you see his skill 
To find where your true image pictured lies, 
Which in my bosom’s shop is hanging still, 
That hath his windows glazed with thine eyes. 
(1-8) 
 
Like Shakespeare’s sonnet-speaker, Seward represents same-sex desire through the 
fantasy of the “embosom’d” portrait. Shakespeare’s speaker imagines his body as “the 
frame” that holds the young man’s “form” within the “table of [his] heart”; his “bosom’s 
shop” contains the “true image” of the lover. Both Shakespeare and Seward use the 
metaphor of painting and then storing a portrait within the body to create an image of the 
beloved figure that is based on desire rather than mimetic representation. As Helen 
Vendler points out, Shakespeare’s pun on “perspective” suggests both the artist’s ability 
to represent dimensionality and the etymological meaning to “see through” something.46 
Shakespeare’s speaker-painter, then, can represent his lover’s image, but he cannot “see 
                                                
46 Helen Vendler, The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997), 
142. 
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through” the body’s surface to understand the young man’s romantic intentions. In the 
final couplet Shakespeare’s speaker bitterly laments his inability to see into his subject’s 
heart: “Yet eyes this cunning want to grace their art, / They draw but what they see, know 
not the heart” (13-14). In the couplet, Shakespeare emphasizes the limits of the 
perspective of the speaker-painter, constrained to represent only his own version of the 
beloved. Seward, on the other hand, shows no sign of dissatisfaction at the limitations of 
this predicament: she seems content to idolize her own “embosom’d” images of Honora.  
In order to demonstrate the diverse gestures that her poetic painting of Honora can 
capture, Seward offers four different images of Honora. Through these four scenes, 
Seward suggests that poetry is a superior way to memorialize a person’s likeness. The 
first presents a playful and carefree moment, as Seward praises Honora’s beauty while 
her “waving locks, in soft luxuriance, play” in the wind (34); the second insists on 
Honora’s beauty even when “displeasure's darkening frown” spreads across her brow 
(37); and the third celebrates all of Honora’s “vicissitude[s]” (42). The elegy ends with 
one final scene in which Seward moves from general descriptions of Honora’s traits to a 
focus on a very specific physical feature:  
But fairest when her vermeil lips disclose,  
In many a magic smile and melting tone,  
The varied accent through the pearly rows,  
That proves the mental graces all her own. 
     (45-48) 
 
By describing Honora’s “vermeil lips” and “pearly rows” of teeth, Seward clearly 
borrows the language and imagery of the Petrarchan tradition. This imagery resembles, 
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for example, the blazon “There is a Garden in her Face” by Thomas Campion.47 When 
Seward incorporates Petrarchan imagery in her elegies for Honora, she engages in a form 
of “homoplatonism,” a term Haggerty applies to Gray’s elegiac sonnet about Richard 
West. Haggerty sees Gray’s sonnet as an example of “homoplatonism” (a term he 
borrows from G. S. Rousseau) because the poem is modeled on Petrarch, Virgil, Ovid, 
and other classical writers, and “works to refigure as elegiac loss what for Gray is actual 
physical longing and frustrated physical desire” (89). In her fixation on Honora’s 
“vermeil lips,” Seward discloses a “physical longing” similar to that which Haggerty 
finds in Gray’s elegies. Variations on this same detail appear several times: Seward 
describes Honora’s “moist lip” with “its vermeil hue” (57) in “Epistle to Miss Honora 
Sneyd,” and she similarly portrays Honora’s “lip’s envermeil’d dye” (6) in “Elegy 
Written at the Sea-Side.” Appropriating language and imagery from the tradition of 
platonic love poetry written by men in order to celebrate her female friend, Seward 
suggests that these physical parts reveal Honora’s “mental graces.” By describing Honora 
as an object of desire, more than as a complex and independent figure, however, Seward 
falls into the same problematic dynamic as the male poets in the Petrarchan tradition.  
 
Landscape and Loss: Seward’s Scenes of Lichfield  
While portraits remain an important form for Seward in conceiving of her 
relationship with the dead, she also expands her treatment of the subject to another 
                                                
47 “Those cherries fairly do enclose / Of orient pearl a double row, / Which when her lovely 
laughter shows, / They look like rose-buds fill’d with snow (7-10). 
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artistic genre: landscape. Like Gray, Seward frequently offers a pictorial landscape in 
which certain visual details prompt reflections revealing the poet’s mind, thoughts, and 
melancholy mood. Drawing on the language of Gray’s “Ode on a Distant Prospect of 
Eton College,” Seward repeatedly uses the image of architectural spires nostalgically to 
represent lost childhood innocence. For the speakers of both Gray and Seward, gazing at 
the spires initiates a meditative state that allows them to access the past from their present 
moment. Jean Hagstrum reads Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard as 
consisting of “a series of alternating descriptions and reflections, a form dear to the 
neoclassic poet and intimately related to the pictorialist tradition. Gray, like Thomson and 
Pope before him, places himself in a scene of his own creating, which he then observes 
and meditates upon.”48 Seward creates a similar pattern of description and reflection 
when she crafts pictorial representations of Lichfield that enable her remembrance of 
Honora.  
Seward’s “The Anniversary, Written June 1769” resembles Thomas Gray’s “Ode 
on a Distant Prospect of Eton College”: both poems describe a landscape with a focal 
point on the spires as a way of reflecting on childhood and lost innocence. Gray’s poem 
begins with an apostrophe to “Ye distant spires, ye antique towers” (1) and Seward’s 
poem similarly represents the spires as inducing her reflection. Seward’s poem begins: 
Ah, lovely Lichfield! that so long hast shone  
   In blended charms, peculiarly thine own;  
   Stately, yet rural; through thy choral day,  
   Though shady, cheerful, and though quiet, gay;  
   How interesting, how loved, from year to year,  
                                                
48 Jean Hagstrum, The Sister Arts: The Tradition of Literary Pictorialism and English Poetry from 
Dryden to Gray (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958), 292. 
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   How more than beauteous did thy scenes appear!  
   Still, as the mild Spring chased the wintry gloom,  
   Devolved her leaves, and waked her rich perfume,  
   Thou, with thy fields and groves around thee spread,  
   Lift’st, in unlessen’d grace, thy spiry head;  
   But many a loved inhabitant of thine  
   Sleeps where no vernal sun will ever shine.  
   Why fled ye all so fast, ye happy hours,  
   That saw Honora's eyes adorn these bowers?  
   These darling bowers, that much she loved to hail,  
   The spires, she call’d “the Ladies of the Vale!”  
 
A description of the city quickly shades into a somber reflection on the dead citizens who 
can no longer appreciate the “vernal sun.” Seward’s meditation on the dead inhabitants of 
Lichfield progresses into a personal reflection on the speaker’s own lost “happy hours.” 
The appearance of the spires (the town’s “spiry head”) marks the turning point when the 
speaker moves from a description of the scenery to a reflection on loss and death.   
Seward captures the blissful past within the image of the spires that Honora 
named “the Ladies of the Vale.” André describes the spires in very similar terms in a 
letter that Seward published along with her monody: 
I can well conceive the emotions of joy which their first appearance, from 
neighbouring hills, excites after absence;--they seem to welcome you home, and 
invite you to reiterate those hours of happiness, of which they are a species of 
monument [. . .] Never shall I forget the joy that danc’d in Honora’s eyes, when 
she first shewed them to me from Needwood Forest on our return with you from 
Buxton to Lichfield. I remember she called them the Ladies of the Valley --- their 
lightness and elegance deserve the title. 
 
Like the matching miniature portraits, then, the spires are associated with Honora for 
both Seward and André. At the same time, the spires take on a feminized signification; 
Seward preserves Honora’s characterization of them as “the Ladies of the Vale.” A print 
from John Britton’s The History and Antiquities of the See and Cathedral Church of 
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Lichfield (1820) shows the spires of Lichfield cathedral (see figure 3.2), as they would 
have appeared to Seward.  
 Seward structures “Epistle to Miss Honora Sneyd” around these spires: outside 
alone at night, the speaker looks up at the spires three times. Each time she gazes at them, 
her mood, tone, and sense of time shift; Seward thus follows the same pattern of 
description and reflection that Hagstrum identifies as crucially pictorial in Gray’s poetry. 
In the first section, she looks at the spires in a state of loneliness; she is desperate to use 
the familiar sight to aid her “self-deceiving guile” in order to pretend that Honora is in 
fact beside her:    
Alone, beneath these bowers, last night I stray’d,  
The spires high peering o’er their green arcade;  
There see thy friend delusion’s power employ  
To bid one faithless moment gleam with joy;  
For this thy name pervades the twilight gloom,  
Borne by soft echoes round the sacred dome.  
I call’d Honora in that cheerful tone,  
Which oft pursued, when for an instant flown,  
And always brought thee back, with lively air,  
The rising thought, or sprightly song to share.  
Ah! dearest, mark thou, with a pitying smile,  
The flattering, soothing, self-deceiving guile!  
     (1-12) 
 
In this first description, the spires are the silent witnesses of Seward’s strange actions. 
“Peering o’er their green arcade,” the spires watch as Seward calls for the absent Honora 
in order to turn the “one faithless moment” of her despondency into “joy” by deluding 
herself. In this first vision of the spires, Seward recounts her actions from “last night,” as 
she describes her loneliness without her “life’s adorner” (30), Honora, by her side.  
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 The second episode begins when she looks at the spires again, but this time the 
sight of the spires in the moonlight launches her memory into the past.  
Calm were the gales, the Moon, serenely bright,  
Shed her white efflux thro’ the noon of night,  
And the long shadows of the spires were drawn  
Distinct, with all their turrets, on the lawn.  
Raised to their summit, my enthusiast eyes  
Hail’d those loved witnesses of all my joys;  
Of each expanding charm that crown’d thy youth,  
Beauty and wit, and elegance and truth;  
Warm hopes and smiles gilding the happy years,  
Dimm’d but by transient Sorrow’s April-tears. 
(31-40) 
 
Nostalgia is the predominant mood of the second vision of the spires, which are 
personified as “those loved witnesses of all my joys.” Seward’s eyes “hail’d them” as if 
calling to a friend. Unlike the first section, in which we get the sense that the spires are 
looking down at Seward, this description emphasizes the way that Seward looks up to the 
spires: her eyes are “raised to their summit.” Seward expertly maneuvers the direction of 
the gaze to imply an emotional tone for each visual encounter. In the first, the spires peer 
down at her, emphasizing her loneliness; in the second, when her eyes are raised to meet 
the height of the spires, she remembers the high points of her life in the past; and finally, 
in the next section, as her eyes are drawn toward the shadows of the spires on the ground, 
she is grounded in the present again, and her thoughts are brought back to Honora’s 
current predicament.  
 When Seward turns her gaze down from the spires and onto the ground, her 
thoughts return to her present state, and she thinks about how Honora has gone to Bristol 
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in the hope of improving her fragile health. As she imagines Honora gaining strength, she 
feels a sense of hope:  
Thus, to the downcast eye of musing thought,  
Fondness and Hope their glowing visions brought;  
Charm’d to anticipate, with cheering powers,  
The sweet revival of those happy hours 
      (67-70) 
 
Thus far, the sight of the spires has helped to reassure Seward: they assuage her sense of 
loneliness, remind her of past joy, and ground her in the present, which helps to quell 
some of her anxiety over Honora’s absence and declining health. In her final visual 
encounter with the spires in the poem, however, Seward describes a sharp divergence in 
mood, as the spires suddenly appear threatening and ominous.  
 Suddenly, the spires become a vision of death: when their image grows hazy, they 
transform into a “dark’ning omen” for the speaker.  
So, while the past and future were combined  
In the light chains, by Hope and Memory twined,  
Up to those conscious spires I look’d once more,  
Whispering my heart that Heaven would soon restore  
Honora to her loved domestic scene,  
With health’s clear spirit glowing thro’ her mien.  
Surprised, I saw their spiral summits hazed,  
Dim, and more dim, receding as I gazed;  
And scarce a minute passed, ere in a cloud  
The mist convolving, form’d a total shroud.  
Damp on my heart the dark’ning omen fell,  
And rising tears within my eye-lids swell.  
So late this moon-deck’d night, high o’er the fanes,  
When not a breeze crept on the neighbouring plains,  
Sat tracing their fair forms in state serene,  
With shadowy pencil, on the silver’d green.  
And now,---but let me not my peace resign,  
Grim Superstition, at thy sable shrine!  
Demon of Night, and baseless terror fly,  
Nor charge with omens the capricious sky!  
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Vows not Honora that the vital flame  
Relumes its course thro’ her late languid frame?  
Yes,---the light form, the fair expressive face,  
Assume their pristine bloom, their nameless grace. 
(79-102) 
 
These spires provide a mental space for the viewer in which “past and future” can be 
“combined”; the image enables a kind of temporal flexibility. When she describes them 
as “conscious,” Seward imagines the spires as aware of her state; she personifies the 
spires as interactive agents rather than rendering them as inanimate and passive objects. 
Seward interprets the mist forming “a total shroud” over the spires as a terrible omen that 
signifies the decline of Honora’s health. Even though Seward dismisses these thoughts as 
“Grim Superstition,” she portrays the spires as an external mirror for her own internal 
feelings: the images of the spires provide a way for Seward to express her own anxieties 
and suspicions. In a more abstract manner than the portraits or paper silhouette, the spires 
visually represent Seward’s relationship with Honora herself. 
 
Allusion and Encoded Desire: Seward’s “Lichfield, an Elegy” and Gray’s “Ode on a 
Distant Prospect of Eton College” 
In The Converse of the Pen: Acts of Intimacy in the Eighteenth-Century Familiar 
Letter, Bruce Redford convincingly argues that Gray’s “love letters” to Horace Walpole 
“coyly encode their emotion . . . Walpole is nudged toward a variety of literary sources, 
which require identification before message and tone can be deciphered.”49 Although all 
                                                
49 Bruce Redford, The Converse of the Pen: Acts of Intimacy in the Eighteenth-Century Familiar 
Letter (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), 99, 100. 
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of Gray’s poetry and letters are deeply allusive, he also consciously employs allusions in 
order to “encode” his same-sex passion within specific letters. Gray’s “allusive 
patterning,” then, is both a primary component of his general poetic practice and a 
specific strategy that he uses to express same-sex love.50 When Seward specifically 
alludes to the language of Gray’s poetry, she employs a similar strategy. Seward greatly 
admired Gray’s poetry, but she also found a precedent in Gray’s work for representing 
same-sex love. As their titles indicate, both Gray’s “Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton 
College” and Seward’s “Lichfield, an Elegy” play with the genre of the loco-descriptive 
poem; both Gray and Seward, however, also displace their grief from the deaths of West 
and Sneyd onto these described landscapes.  
Both Gray and Seward wrote these poems within one year of losing the people 
they loved. Gray wrote “Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College” in 1742, during the 
same month as his Sonnet on the Death of Mr. Richard West. West had died in the past 
year, as had Gray’s father, and his friendship with Horace Walpole had collapsed after a 
major (and still largely mysterious) conflict. Seward wrote “Lichfield, an Elegy” in 1781, 
the year following Honora’s death. Both Richard West and Honora Sneyd acted as 
enthusiastic readers and literary conversationalists for the poets, both grew ill and retired 
to the countryside for their health, and both died of consumption at a young age. 
Unwilling or unable to articulate the full force of the devastation felt by their loss—and 
perhaps out of fear of social stigma—both Gray and Seward instead wrote poems about 
                                                
50 “Allusive patterning” is Redford’s term in The Converse of the Pen, 99. In Thomas Gray: A Life 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), Robert L. Mack reads Sophonisba Masinissae Epistola, a Latin 
heroic epistle that Gray sent to West, as a coded letter “to his second love” (after Walpole) in which Gray 
associates himself with the female character Sophonisba (296-297). 
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specific landscapes, the settings where they first developed these close relationships with 
West and Sneyd.  
Though Gray does not explicitly name West in his poem, the poet’s distress 
resulting from West’s recent death can be felt in the fierce yearning and nostalgia of his 
depiction of Eton. While a schoolboy at Eton, Gray was part of a tight-knit group of 
friends—who called themselves the “Quadruple Alliance”—that included Thomas 
Ashton, Horace Walpole, and Richard West. Bullied by some of the other students for 
their “delicacy” and  “feminine characters,”51 Gray and his friends “shared a penchant for 
the romantic and, rather than rough-housing with the other students, preferred to spend 
their leisure hours reading (they seem particularly to have devoured the expansive French 
romances of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries), and re-imagining their 
potentially mundane surroundings transformed into landscapes of fantasy and 
enchantment.”52 When Gray writes about surveying Eton College from a physical 
distance, he must also be reflecting on his distance in time from his school-boy days, 
when he formed such a close bond with West.  
Standing at a distance, Gray surveys the campus and surrounding land: 
     Ah, happy hills, ah, pleasing shade, 
Ah, fields beloved in vain, 
Where once my careless childhood strayed,  
A stranger yet to pain! 
I feel the gales, that from ye blow, 
A momentary bliss bestow, 
As waving fresh their gladsome wing, 
My weary soul they seem to soothe,  
                                                
51 Quotations from a letter by Jacob Bryant dated 24 Dec. 1798, published in Gentleman’s 
Magazine XXV New Series (1846): 140-143; also qtd. in Mack, Thomas Gray: A Life, 102. 
52 Mack, Thomas Gray: A Life, 102, 103. 
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And, redolent of joy and youth, 
To breath a second spring. 
(11-20) 
 
He can feel “the gales” that “blow” from Eton, a sensory brush that connects him 
physically to the scene he describes. Though at first the “happy hills” and “pleasing 
shade” offer him comfort, the “bliss” is only “momentary.” Even from the beginning, 
Gray’s nostalgia is infused with bitterness: as an adult, he cannot imagine his childhood 
self without the anticipation of his painful present (as the metaphor “A stranger yet to 
pain” suggests). 
 As the poem progresses, Gray moves from his description of Eton and Windsor to 
a consideration of the types of students at the school and of the inevitable pain and 
suffering that life will inflict on them. The tone shifts from questioning and meditative to 
overly dramatic: “Alas, regardless of their doom, / The little victims play!” (51-52). As 
the speaker considers the various forms of torment that await them, he introduces a series 
of personified horrors, such as “Disdainful Anger,” “pallid Fear,” “Shame,” “pining 
Love” and “Jealousy” (61-70). The over-determined diction and excessive 
personifications have led some critics to remark on the poem’s “almost fearsome 
excesses of word and phrase, image and personification”53 and “highly artificial” feel.54 
Though written during the same biographical moment for Gray—dealing with the 
emotional aftermath of West’s recent death—the Eton ode lacks the outpouring of grief 
that the Latin poem, for example, provides. Yet, though the style of the Eton ode feels 
strained, its rejection of comfort, peace, and resolution resembles similar gestures in the 
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elegies for West. Access to child-like happiness is forcefully denied in the Eton ode; just 
as finding a comforting connection with the deceased West (through seeing or hearing) is 
impossible in “De Principiis Cogitandi” and Sonnet on the Death of Mr. Richard West. 
For Gray, familiar landscapes may remind us of past happiness and absent friends, but 
they ultimately provide no meaningful recompense for loss.  
Though Seward looks to Gray’s poetry for inspiration on how to write poems that 
combine elegy and landscape to represent same-sex love, she differs from Gray in 
insisting that the landscape can offer a continued and sincere connection with the dead. 
As the title, “Lichfield, an Elegy,” indicates, Seward’s poem mixes “a descriptive tour 
and a graveyard meditation” in the tradition of Gray.55 While the dead in Gray’s poems 
are “inaccessible,” as Kairoff notes, “Seward in contrast implies that she cooperates with 
the landscape in producing intimations of Honora’s continuing if illusory presence.”56 
Building on Kairoff’s argument that Seward learns how to represent the dead in relation 
to the landscape from Gray, I suggest that she also finds a precedent in Gray’s poetry for 
how to represent landscapes that are the site of youthful same-sex love. Returning to the 
scenes where they first developed relationships with West and Sneyd after their deaths, 
and describing these particular sites as Edenic, Gray and Seward present the youthful 
formation of same-sex love as just as innocent, pure, and joyful as heterosexual bonds.  
The first part of the poem describes the various scenes of Lichfield, including the 
spires: 
Yet, independent of their glowing spell,  
                                                
55 Claudia Thomas Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century, 6. 
56 Claudia Thomas Kairoff, Anna Seward and the End of the Eighteenth Century, 6.  
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Around thy spires exclusive graces dwell;  
For there alone the blended charms prevail 
Of city stateliness, and rural dale.  
 
After a long rendition of Lichfield—including the busy sounds of the town, the lake, the 
village, hills, valley, and many other details of her beloved home city—Seward adopts a 
more mournful tone. Her description of the flowers blossoming in spring merges into a 
melancholy recollection of “those remember’d days that flew, / When life and all her 
golden joys were new.” Like Gray’s, her vision of the scenery causes her to reflect on the 
lost “golden joys” of childhood. She questions why the days she spent with her sister 
Sarah and Honora had to end so quickly, and the poem becomes an elegy for Honora.  
After describing a visit to Honora’s gravesite, the speaker praises Honora’s best 
characteristics in more detail than in any other poem, emphasizing her “fruitful mind” 
and “generous goodness.” Returning from this trip to the grave to Lichfield, Seward finds 
the landscape instilled with Honora’s presence:  
Then roll’d the wheels, descending to the plain,  
Swift from the silent hill and rustic fane;  
Me to the life-warm scene they soon convey’d,  
When glad’ning eyes the mists of grief pervade.  
But to this vale restored, where all I see,  
My dear Honora, seems so full of thee;  
Where not indeed thy pale remains are laid,  
But, warm with life, thou seem’st to deck the glade,  
I half reproach my heart, that gayer hours  
Beheld it yielding to the social powers;  
When the kind glance, and smile of friendship stole,  
At intervals, thy image from my soul!  
Ye shades of Lichfield, will ye always bring  
Illusions brighter than the shining spring?  
O! ere these eyes, that all our haunts explore  
With fond affection’s gaze, shall ope no more,  
Lose not of her one consecrated trace,  
Whose image gives you this exclusive grace!  
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Present it still, by Memory’s potent aids,  
Ye choral turrets, and ye arching shades!  
Waft her remember’d voice in every gale!  
 
Seward differentiates between the gravesite, where Honora’s “pale remains are laid,” and 
Lichfield’s landscape, which is “warm with life” and imbued with Honora’s spirit. In an 
apostrophe to Honora, Seward confesses that every detail of the vale that she sees “seems 
so full of thee.” Seward reveals a sense of anxiety that once she too has died—and death 
is represented here as an end to vision, when her eyes “shall ope no more”—Honora’s 
“consecrated trace” and sacred “image” will be lost from the landscape. She beseeches 
the “shades of Lichfield” to maintain Honora’s image, even after her “fond affection’s 
gaze” has ended.  
 In these lines Seward also intentionally evokes the language of Gray’s Eton ode. 
Her final two lines (“Ye choral turrets, and ye arching shades! / Waft her remember’d 
voice in every gale!”) draw on the syntax of the opening of Gray’s poem (“Ye distant 
spires, ye antique towers”).57 Seward also imitates Gray’s use of “shade” (4, 8, 11) and 
“gales” (15). As a result, Seward’s lines echo Gray’s language in a subtle but 
recognizable way. By alluding to Gray, Seward associates her poem with his and 
suggests that she is using Gray’s poetic practice to develop her own strategies for 
representing her love for Honora. In Gray’s poem, then, Seward finds a compelling 
precedent for a landscape that visually represents an environment that nurtured same-sex 
friendships. For both Gray and Seward, the spires and their surroundings act as visual 
reminders of treasured time in the past spent with West and Sneyd. Both Gray and 
                                                
57 See also Pope’s Windsor-Forest: “Where Windsor-Domes and pompous Turrets rise” (352). 
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Seward praise beloved “shades” associated with youthful and innocent same-sex love. By 
constructing these prelapsarian landscapes, Gray and Seward appropriate the heterosexual 
narrative of Adam and Eve for their own histories of same-sex relationships.  
Like Gray, Seward creates pictorial scenes and values the poet’s ability to 
translate acts of seeing into expressions of desire. At the same time, she expands on 
Gray’s treatment of visuality: for Seward, the poetically constructed image of a landscape 
or the imaginatively embodied portrait allows her to maintain a relationship with the 
dead. For Gray, looking at the landscape of Eton College only reinforces his perception 
that his past childhood innocence is lost and forever disconnected from his present state. 
For Seward, on the other hand, gazing at the spires of Lichfield blurs the separation 
between the present and the past. She finds the dead Honora’s spirit in her vision of the 
landscape. After the death of West, the details of the natural world reinforce Gray’s loss 
and isolation. For Seward, the details of nature allow her to remain connected to the dead 
and offer her a sense of maintained companionship. Learning from Pope and Gray, 
Seward fashions her own pictorial practice that draws on sexually charged concepts from 
the sister arts to express female desire, grief, and love. 
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Chapter Four 
“Bright-eyed Fancy hovering o’er”: An Eighteenth-Century Pictorial Poetics of 
Fancy 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In eighteenth-century writing, “fancy” and “imagination” often constitute an 
aesthetic pair, similar to the “beautiful” and the “sublime” in that “fancy” and the 
“beautiful” are often associated with the feminine and the body, while “imagination” and 
the “sublime” are often linked with the masculine and the mind. Poets from John Dryden 
to Samuel Taylor Coleridge claim imagination as the higher influence and associate it 
with creativity; philosophers including Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant celebrate the 
sublime and associate it with the mind. At the same time, all these writers tend to 
feminize and subordinate fancy and the beautiful by suggesting that they are more closely 
related to the body and senses. Yet despite the denigration of fancy in such influential 
texts as John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, many of the major 
pictorial poets of the period—Alexander Pope, William Collins, Charlotte Smith, and 
William Blake—exalt fancy as the source of an especially visual power. Many poets 
represent Fancy as an embodied, personified female figure; this personified Fancy, they 
imagine, infuses their poetic practice with artistic creativity derived from visual art. 
Essayists often invoke fancy in order to contrast two different types of mental or 
creative processes: John Locke conflates Wit with Fancy in contrast to Judgment, while 
Joseph Addison conflates Imagination with Fancy in contrast to Understanding. Like 
Addison, many writers in the period use the terms fancy and imagination synonymously. 
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Others, however, record and contribute to the divergence in meaning that relegates fancy 
to a subordinate position below imagination: William Duff’s Essay on Original Genius 
(1767), James Beattie’s Dissertations Moral and Critical (1783), Dugald Stewart’s 
Elements of the Philosophy of the Human Mind (1792), and Arthur Browne’s chapter “On 
the Distinction Between Fancy and Imagination” in Miscellaneous Sketches: or, Hints for 
Essays (1798) are among treatises insisting on this distinction.1  
Samuel Taylor Coleridge provides the most famous and influential instance when 
he derogates fancy and promotes imagination in Biographia Literaria. Extrapolating 
from Coleridge’s definitions of imagination and fancy, Jeffrey C. Robinson argues 
persuasively for a counter-poetics based on fancy in the Romantic period. In Unfettering 
Poetry: Fancy in British Romanticism, Robinson seeks to correct scholarship’s focus on 
poetry of the imagination, which privileges the lyric subject above the environment, by 
instead recuperating the fancy, which portrays the subject engaged in active exchange 
with the environment in which he is himself embedded.2 Julie Ellison contends that Anna 
Barbauld and Phillis Wheatley call on fancy in order to express a “self-consciousness of 
being implicated in national and international systems” within a “politics of imperial 
                                                
1 For discussions of Duff, Beattie, and Steward, see John Bullitt and W. Jackson Bate, 
“Distinctions between Fancy and Imagination in Eighteenth-Century English Criticism,” Modern Language 
Notes 60.1 (Jan. 1945): 8-15; on Browne, see Earl R. Wasserman, “Another Eighteenth-Century Distinction 
between Fancy and Imagination,” Modern Language Notes 64, no. 1 (Jan. 1949): 23-25. 
2 Jeffrey C. Robinson, Unfettering Poetry: Fancy in British Romanticism (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006). Robinson finds that fancy “reflects the impulse in Romantic poetry to expand 
consciousness, to evaluate social and psychological realities (often through play with language), and to 
celebrate the mind’s freedom within an oppositional social and, in some instances, philosophical 
framework that actively seeks to constrain perception” (3-4). 
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sensibility.”3 Building on this previous scholarship on fancy during the Romantic period, 
I trace an earlier genealogy of this concept. While Robinson grounds his poetics of fancy 
in conceptions of selfhood, and Ellison locates hers within a culture of sensibility, I 
suggest that an eighteenth-century pictorial poetics of fancy relies on concepts of visual 
art and gender.  
With a penchant for personification, eighteenth-century poetry delights in visual 
imagery, perhaps more than any other period in English literature. Lawrence Lipking has 
argued that eighteenth-century poets focus on the pictorial possibilities for poetry, 
essentially defining poetry as a picture-making faculty in contrast to later poets, who see 
poetry as primarily musical in nature.4 Poets’ relationship to fancy, I suggest, is integral 
to this eighteenth-century pictorial poetics. By tracing fancy through the long eighteenth 
century—from the definitions offered by Locke and Addison through to the many lyric 
poems in which Fancy appears as a personified female figure—we will see how the term 
comes to be associated with both visual power and femininity. While some formidable 
late-seventeenth-century figures, such as Milton, Locke, and Dryden, represent fancy as 
bodily, passive, feminine, and inferior to other mental faculties (such as reason and 
judgment), many eighteenth-century writers work to redeem these very qualities in order 
to claim fancy’s power, a power that merges femininity with liberated vision. While the 
three previous chapters have focused primarily on how female poets confronted, 
                                                
3 Julie Ellison, “The Politics of Fancy in the Age of Sensibility” in Re-Visioning Romanticism: 
British Women Writers, 1776-1837, eds. Carol Shiner Wilson and Joel Haefner (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1994), 228-255; quotations are on 230 and 250. 
4 Lawrence Lipking: “Quick Poetic Eyes: Another Look at Literary Pictorialism” in Articulate 
Images: The Sister Arts from Hogarth to Tennyson, ed. Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1983). 
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appropriated, and re-constituted male-oriented conventions within the tradition of the 
sister arts, this chapter reveals how some of the most canonical male poets claimed a 
painterly aesthetic that depended on their allegiance to the feminized concept of fancy.  
 
Jonson, Milton, and Dryden 
The word fancy, contracted from fantasy, retains some of the connotations of its 
etymological roots, even in its eighteenth-century usage. The Oxford English Dictionary 
records its etymology:  
The senses of ϕαντασία from which the senses of the word in the modern 
languages are developed are: 1. appearance, in late Greek especially spectral 
apparition, phantom (so Latin phantasiain Vulgate); 2. the mental process or 
faculty of sensuous perception; 3. the faculty of imagination. These senses passed 
through Old French into English, together with others (as delusive fancy, false or 
unfounded notion, caprice, etc.) which had been developed in late Latin, 
Romanic, or French. The shortened form fancy n. and adj., which apparently 
originated in the 15th cent., had in the time of Shakespeare become more or less 
differentiated in sense. After the revival of Greek learning, the longer form was 
often spelt phantasy, and its meaning was influenced by the Greek etymon. In 
modern use fantasy and phantasy, in spite of their identity in sound and in 
ultimate etymology, tend to be apprehended as separate words, the predominant 
sense of the former being ‘caprice, whim, fanciful invention’, while that of the 
latter is ‘imagination, visionary notion’.5 
 
The lingering qualities of fancy’s etymological roots in phantasy are apparent in the 
works of Jonson, Milton, and Dryden, all of whom present fancy as magical, capricious, 
and sometimes delusive. 
                                                
5 “fantasy | phantasy, n.” OED Online. (Oxford University Press, June 2015). Available at 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/68119>, accessed August 19, 2015. 
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Ben Jonson’s masque The Vision of Delight (1617) demonstrates the sensual, 
nocturnal, and dream-like qualities of Fant’sy, or fantasy, and offers an important source 
for the development of a personified Fancy during the eighteenth century. Night sings: 
Break, Fant’sy, from thy cave of cloud 
And spread thy purple wings; 
Now all thy figures are allowed, 
And various shapes of things; 
Create of airy forms a stream; 
It must have blood and nought of phlegm, 
And though it be a waking dream,  
The choir:  
 Yet let it like an odor rise 
To all the senses here,  
And fall like sleep upon their eyes,  
Or music in their ear. 
(37-47)6 
 
The emphasis on Fant’sy’s visual appearance (“purple wings”), sensory richness (“like an 
odor”), and comparison to music (“music in their ear”) places her in the realm of the 
sister arts of painting and music, rather than poetry. Fant’sy enables the viewer to see 
“figures” that are, implicitly, not usually “allowed” and “various shapes of things” that 
exist beyond ordinary sight. Fant’sy’s tendency to empower the subject to behold 
transgressive imagery plays an important role for later figures, such as Pope’s Eloisa, 
who calls upon Fancy while in the convent to enable her wanton visions of Abelard.  
In The Vision of Delight, according to Stephen Orgel, “Fantasy’s speech is a 
verbal antimasque,” “a treatment of the worldly vices, chiefly gluttony and lechery. It 
proceeds by a kind of free-associative technique, and through a series of moral emblems 
                                                
6 Ben Jonson: The Complete Masques, ed. Stephen Orgel (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1969). 
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in the manner of Brueghel or Bosch presents a vision of society turned upside down.”7 
Thanks to the use of emblems throughout, the speech of Fant’sy encourages visual 
interpretation. In order to understand Fant’sy’s speech, one must be able to identify the 
corresponding reference for each image from printed emblems of the day—to know that 
the crab represents gluttony and the ropemaker sloth (103-104), for example. In addition 
to calling upon emblematic imagery throughout her speech, Fant’sy constantly uses 
metonymy, so that, for example, men, women, and courtiers are represented by pieces of 
clothing. Through this combination of emblematic imagery and metonymy, Fant’sy 
speaks in a language of visual signs, demonstrating a pictorial power that continues to be 
associated with fancy for many later eighteenth-century poets.  
In Jonson’s Fant’sy we can see the seeds of the figure of Fancy that appears in 
Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard, the odes of Collins, the sonnets of Smith, and the prophecies of 
Blake: with dreamlike qualities Fancy communicates in a language of images and 
pictorial signs and enables the speaker to behold otherworldly, often transgressive 
visions. Embodied as a female figure—sometimes revered as chaste and sometimes 
courted in a sexualized manner—Fancy acts as a pictorial muse for poets. In several of 
Pope’s early poems, fancy provides visions and inspiration and enables the poet’s 
creative and sympathetic identification with his subject. In his self-conscious odes, 
Collins suggests that the male poet can access powerful visions only by submitting 
himself to the feminine figure of Fancy. In her Elegiac Sonnets, Charlotte Smith presents 
fancy as the source of inspiration and suffering for the poet. And in Blake’s hands, fancy 
                                                
7 Stephen Orgel, ed. Ben Jonson: The Complete Masques, note on lines 49-106 (p 486). 
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merges with reality but can only be wielded by visionary and poetic figures; Oothoon’s 
fancy enables her to recognize the repressive religious and social mores that inhibit 
sexual expression. The qualities that lead some writers to denigrate Fancy—its 
association with femininity rather than masculinity, dreams rather than reality, and 
temptation or liberation rather than constraint—are precisely those qualities that lead 
pictorial poets to seek to internalize it.  
In Paradise Lost (1667) John Milton attributes “mimic fancy” to Eve. After she 
tells Adam about a dream in which she walks to the forbidden tree and finds Satan who 
tempts her to eat from it, Adam (somewhat condescendingly) responds: 
. . . But know that in the soul 
Are many lesser faculties that serve 
Reason as chief; among these fancy next 
Her office holds: of all external things,  
Which the five watchful senses represent, 
She forms imaginations, airy shapes, 
Which reason, joining or disjoining, frames 
All that we affirm or what deny and call 
Our knowledge opinion, then retires 
Into her private cell when nature rests. 
Oft in her absence, mimic fancy wakes 
To imitate her, but, misjoining shapes, 
Wild work produces oft, and most in dreams, 
Ill-matching words and deeds long past or late.  
(V.99-113) 
 
As in Locke’s later scheme, “Reason” is “chief” here and “fancy” holds second rank. 
Fancy presides over “all external things” perceived by the senses. When fancy “retires,” 
however, “mimic fancy” arises in imitation, “misjoining shapes” in dreams. That “mimic 
fancy” would tempt Eve toward transgression reveals the assumption that women are 
more susceptible to fancy’s dangerous visual allure.  
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John Dryden borrows the phrase “mimic fancy” from Milton in The State of 
Innocence (1674), when Lucifer claims that Eve’s “Mimic fancy” threatens to lead to 
mental chaos, thus portraying women as more vulnerable to Fancy’s delusions than men. 
As James Winn has shown, Dryden writes about the “visual aspects” of Fancy throughout 
his career and often contrasts and subordinates Fancy to the more rational faculty of 
Judgment. In King Arthur (1691), for example, Arthur is almost misled by visions of the 
Fancy to mistake Grimbald for Emmeline.8 John Bullitt and W. Jackson Bate identify 
John Dryden’s preface to Annus Mirabilis (1667) as an early example of the division 
between imagination and fancy:  
Perhaps Dryden’s postulation of the imagination as a more comprehensive faculty 
encouraged a shift of which it is partially symptomatic; at all events, occasions 
soon after are found in which ‘fancy’ is used in a less commendatory manner than 
‘imagination.’ It is indicative that a few writers, while they usually employ the 
terms indiscriminately, sometimes tend to speak of ‘fancy’ when discussing the 
lighter or more licentious aspects of imaginative indulgence, and to use the word 
‘imagination’ in a rather more complimentary sense.9  
 
The “licentious,” or sexually promiscuous, aspect of fancy becomes an especially 
important component for many of the later poets, who invoke fancy in order to cultivate 
consciously a type of vision that defies social and sexual codes.  
 
Locke and Addison 
In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), John Locke repeatedly 
denigrates fancy, especially in the second book, “Of Ideas.” Unlike judgment, which 
                                                
8 See James Winn, “When Beauty Fires the Blood”: Love and the Arts in the Age of Dryden (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1992), 303-309. 
9 John Bullitt and W. Jackson Bate, “Distinctions between Fancy and Imagination,” 10. 
  
176 
allows people to discern separate ideas in order “to avoid being misled by similitude, and 
by affinity to take one thing for another,” fancy misleads people and indicates mental 
laziness. As a foil to judgment, which is based in reason, Locke offers wit, which he links 
with fancy. Locke reveals the pictorial nature of this faculty when he describes how it 
enables men to “make up pleasant pictures and agreeable visions in the fancy.”10 Through 
such literary devices as allusion and metaphor, wit “strikes so lively on the fancy, and 
therefore is so acceptable to all people, because its beauty appears at first sight, and there 
is required no labour of thought to examine what truth or reason there is in it. The mind, 
without looking any further, rests satisfied with the agreeableness of the picture and the 
gaiety of the fancy.” Locke presents both wit and fancy as having a stupefying effect on 
readers: fascinated with “the agreeableness of the picture and the gaiety of the fancy” 
they become oblivious to “truth or reason” (1:203-204).  
 Locke further reveals the dangers of being misled by fancy in a section that 
differentiates between idiots and madmen. An overactive fancy can turn previously 
reasonable people into madmen, who   
by the violence of their imaginations, having taken their fancies for realities . . . 
make right deductions from them. Thus you shall find a distracted man fancying 
himself a king, with a right indifference require suitable attendance, respect, and 
obedience: others who have thought themselves made of glass, have used the 
caution necessary to preserve such brittle bodies. Hence it comes to pass that a 
man who is very sober, and of a right understanding in all other things, may in 
one particular be as frantic as any in Bedlam; if either by any sudden very strong 
impression, or long fixing his fancy upon one sort of thoughts, incoherent ideas 
have been cemented together so powerfully, as to remain united. (1:209) 
 
                                                
10 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Alexander Campbell Fraser. 2 
vols. (New York: Dover, 1959), 1:203. All quotations are from this edition and are cited by volume and 
page number. 
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Locke presents the detrimental effects of fancy by emphasizing that a seemingly average 
man can devolve into one “as frantic as any in Bedlam.” In this account, a man’s 
precarious grip on sanity can be broken easily by “long fixing his fancy upon one sort of 
thoughts” so that “incoherent ideas” become “cemented” and “united” in his mind. In 
other words, fixating on one “fancy” or maintaining a particular fantasy for too long leads 
to madness.   
While Locke warns readers against the threat of fancy to mental health, he also 
vehemently disapproves of its use in literature. In a chapter on the “Abuse of Words,” 
Locke deplores the popularity of the “art of rhetoric,” which he directly relates to “wit 
and fancy” (2:146-147). Locke may have developed this keen dislike for rhetoric during 
his time at Westminster School, under the supervision of Richard Busby, a headmaster 
famous for administering corporal punishment. Busby enforced a strict curriculum 
involving memorization and translation, but he also encouraged creativity and rhetorical 
fancy.11 Though Locke admits that “wit and fancy” may be acceptable “in discourses 
where we seek rather pleasure and delight than information and improvement,” he argues 
that they should be expunged from any forum in which “we would speak of things as they 
are.” “All the artificial and figurative application of words eloquence hath invented,” he 
continues, “are for nothing else but to insinuate wrong ideas, move the passions, and 
thereby mislead the judgment; and so indeed are perfect cheats.” Allied with “the 
passions” and presented as capable of emotionally manipulating the reader, wit, fancy, 
and eloquence (terms he appears to use interchangeably) are all encoded as feminine. 
                                                
11 See James A. Winn, John Dryden and His World (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 
44.  
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Locke explicitly relates this capacity to women when he concludes, “Eloquence, like the 
fair sex, has too prevailing beauties in it to suffer itself ever to be spoken against. And it 
is in vain to find fault with those arts of deceiving, wherein men find pleasure to be 
deceived” (2:146-147). By comparing this literary style to “the fair sex,” Locke makes 
the gendered hierarchy of this construction explicit: reason and judgment are masculine; 
wit, fancy, and eloquence are feminine. At first, wit and fancy deceive rationality (they 
can “mislead the judgment”), but by the end, like “the fair sex,” they “deceive” “men.” 
This elision, which implicitly links men with judgment and women with fancy, also 
introduces one of the negative connotations of fancy that lasts throughout the century: its 
association with illusion and deception, frequently represented by attributing fancy to 
Eve. 
Though Joseph Addison draws on Locke’s Essay throughout his famous essays on 
the “Pleasures of the Imagination” (Spectator 411-421; 1712), he does not reproduce 
Locke’s disapproval of fancy. Listing many of the same qualities as Locke, such as 
mental passivity, Addison presents these as positive rather than negative. Addison 
conflates the terms imagination and fancy, and contrasts them with the understanding 
(which is similar to Locke’s “judgment”). In Addison’s account, the pleasures of the 
fancy are even more reliant on vision, sight, and images than in Locke’s text. In no. 411, 
Addison describes the pleasures of the imagination or fancy and emphasizes its pictorial 
nature:  
It is this Sense [sight] which furnishes the Imagination with its Ideas; so 
that by the Pleasures of the Imagination or Fancy (which I shall use 
promiscuously) I here mean such as arise from visible Objects, either when we 
have them actually in our view, or when we call up their Ideas into our Minds by 
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Paintings, Statues, Descriptions, or any the like Occasion. We cannot indeed have 
a single Image in the Fancy that did not make its first Entrance through the Sight; 
but we have the Power of retaining, altering and compounding those Images, 
which we have once received, into all the varieties of Picture and Vision that are 
most agreeable to the Imagination; for by this Faculty a Man in a Dungeon is 
capable of entertaining himself with Scenes and Landskips more beautiful than 
any that can be found in the whole Compass of Nature. (536) 
 
Addison uses imagination and fancy “promiscuously,” or interchangeably, to denote 
visual pleasure. The pleasures of the fancy are dependent on physical sight and “arise 
from visible Objects,” whether real or imagined. The examples offered—“Paintings, 
Statues, Descriptions”— gesture toward the sister arts as the sources of the pleasures of 
the fancy. Unlike Locke’s madmen, who are debilitated by their reliance on fancy, 
Addison’s “Man in a Dungeon” attains pictorial liberation through “the Power” of 
rearranging “the varieties of Picture and Vision” in his fancy. Rather than misleading or 
deceiving men, as fancy does in Locke’s account, Addison’s fancy empowers men to 
create beautiful and restorative images. Importantly, poets depend on fancy, which 
Addison equates with pictorial ability.  
 In another conscious alteration of Locke’s account, Addison presents the mental 
passivity associated with fancy as pleasurable. Though he connects imagination or fancy 
with the body, while linking understanding with the mind, Addison presents the lack of 
mental labor involved in fancy as a relief rather than a threat.  
Besides, the Pleasures of the Imagination have this Advantage, above those of the 
Understanding, that they are more obvious, and more easie to be acquired. It is 
but opening the Eye, and the Scene enters. The Colours paint themselves on the 
Fancy, with very little Attention or Thought or Application of Mind in the 
Beholder . . . We might here add, that the Pleasures of the Fancy are more 
conducive to Health, than those of the Understanding, which are worked out by 
Dint of Thinking, and attended with too violent a Labour of the Brain. Delightful 
Scenes, whether in Nature, Painting, or Poetry, have a kindly Influence on the 
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Body, as well as on the Mind, and not only serve to clear and brighten the 
Imagination, but are able to disperse Grief and Melancholly, and to set the Animal 
Spirits in pleasing and agreeable Motions. (538-539; emphasis mine)  
  
In Addison’s description, the beholder attains the pleasures of the fancy merely through 
perceiving the world visually: “It is but opening the Eye, and the Scene enters. The 
Colours paint themselves on the Fancy.” In this process, the fancy becomes the passive 
canvas upon which colors “paint themselves,” depicting scenes from “Nature, Painting, 
or Poetry.” Unlike the hard-won pleasures of the understanding, “which are worked out 
by Dint of Thinking, and attended with too violent a Labour of the Brain,” these 
pleasures of the fancy have a restorative and “kindly Influence on the Body, as well as on 
the Mind.” For Addison, fancy is associated with a passive, visually receptive, and 
enjoyable bodily state.  
 While Locke condemns fancy, wit, and eloquence in literature, Addison 
recommends a particular style of writing that “depends on the Poet’s Fancy” and that he 
considers especially English. As he explains in Spectator no. 419, “There is a kind of 
Writing, wherein the Poet quite loses sight of Nature, and entertains his Reader’s 
Imagination with the Characters and Actions of such Persons as have many of them no 
Existence, but what he bestows on them. Such are Fairies, Witches, Magicians, Demons, 
and departed Spirits. This Mr. Dryden calls the Fairie way of Writing” (570). “It is 
impossible for a Poet to succeed in it,” he continues, “who has not a particular Cast of 
Fancy, and an Imagination naturally fruitful and superstitious. Besides this, he ought to 
be very well versed in Legends and Fables, antiquated Romances, and the Traditions of 
Nurses and old Women, that he may fall in with our natural Prejudices, and humour those 
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Notions which we have imbibed in our Infancy.” With its origins in “the Traditions of 
Nurses and old Women,” this fanciful genre of writing originates in feminine speech. At 
the same time, Addison claims that English poets excel in this genre of writing because 
“the English are naturally Fanciful, and very often disposed by that Gloominess and 
Melancholly of Temper, which is so frequent in our Nation, to many wild Notions and 
Visions, to which others are not so liable” (572). Shakespeare, with his “noble 
Extravagance of Fancy,” becomes the exemplar for this style of writing, and many of the 
later eighteenth-century poets continue to attribute fancy and pictorial power to 
Shakespeare. For Addison, poetry based in fancy is not only enjoyable; it is also 
exceptionally English.  
In a footnote to Addison’s essays on the “Pleasures of the Imagination,” the editor 
Donald Bond claims that during the eighteenth century, the terms fancy and imagination 
“were used interchangeably. Occasionally, as in William Duff’s Essay on the Original 
Genius (1767), an effort is made to distinguish between them, but up to the time of 
Wordsworth the terms are practically synonymous” (536n2). Despite his initial assertion 
that the two terms are synonymous, Bond then quotes James Beattie, who differentiates 
between the two:  
According to the common use of words, Imagination and Fancy are not perfectly 
synonymous. They are, indeed, names for the same faculty; but the former seems 
to be applied to the more solemn, and the latter to the more trivial, exertions of it. 
A witty author is a man of lively Fancy; but a sublime poet is said to possess a 
vast Imagination. However, as these words are often, and by the best writers, used 
indiscriminately, I shall not further distinguish them.12 
 
                                                
12 James Beattie Dissertations moral and critical, ed. Dublin, 1783, p. 72, qtd in Bond 536n2.  
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According to Beattie, imagination is more “solemn” and “sublime,” while fancy is more 
“trivial” and “witty,” a distinction that reveals an aesthetic hierarchy that values 
imagination above fancy. As Bond continues, he too indicates some variation between the 
terms: “the more transient, brilliant, unstable qualities of fancy (as opposed to the 
comprehensive, plastic nature of the imagination) are emphasized in the innumerable 
odes to ‘Fancy’ in the latter half of the century.”  
By the end of the century, in a work called British Synonymy (1794), Hester 
Lynch Piozzi records the difference between imagination and fancy, asserting that the 
two terms “are not, as one might at first suspect, wholly synonymous.” Piozzi associates 
imagination with masculinity and fancy with femininity:   
when they both come to be talked of in a conversation circle we do say, that 
Milton has displayed a boundless IMAGINATION in his poem of Paradise 
Lost—transporting us as it were into the very depths of eternity, while he 
describes the journey of Satan and the games of the fallen angels; but that Pope’s 
Rape of the Lock is a work of exquisite FANCY, almost emulative of 
Shakespeare’s creative powers—not servilely imitating him. An intelligent 
stranger will observe too, that although we give sex very arbitrarily to personified 
qualities—yet he will commonly find FANCY feminine, IMAGINATION 
masculine, I scarce know why.13 
 
Piozzi’s association of fancy with Pope is telling: many eighteenth-century poets model 
their treatment of fancy on Pope, as this chapter will show. Although some writers may 
refer to imagination and fancy interchangeably, Piozzi’s declaration that imagination 
appears to be “masculine” and fancy “feminine” (though she “scarce know[s] why”) 
                                                
13 Hester Lynch Piozzi, British synonymy; or, an attempt at regulating the choice of words in 
familiar conversation, 2 vols. (London: G. G. and J. Robinson, Paternoster-Row, 1794), 1: 220-221. 
Eighteenth Century Collections Online. Web. Accessed 13 Aug. 2015. 
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makes it clear that a gendered binary was often implied.14 Throughout the century, many 
poets differentiate fancy as more visual and more feminine than imagination. Among 
these poets, some interpret fancy’s link to femininity and vision as a sign of weakness or 
corruption, while most invoke fancy in a positive way, specifically to gain access to a 
type of vision that is both powerful and liberating.  
 
Eloisa’s Erotic Fancy in Alexander Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard  
 For Alexander Pope fancy appears to be a creative process marked by visual 
imagery. Pope invokes fancy in two vastly different poems in order to imagine an 
empathetic, creative link between himself and another figure: in Epistle to Mr. Jervas 
Pope identifies fancy as the reigning force that unites his poetic productions with those of 
the painter, Charles Jervas, and in Eloisa to Abelard Pope presents fancy as the channel 
that provides Eloisa with sexually charged images of the absent Abelard. Though one 
poem offers a grateful tribute to a distinguished colleague and friend and the other re-
imagines a medieval tale of illicit love, the poems taken together show how much power 
Pope ascribes to fancy as a creative faculty. 
Pope spent more than a year studying painting with Charles Jervas at his studio; in 
Epistle to Mr. Jervas with Dryden’s Translation of Fresnoy’s Art of Painting he 
represents his creative bond with Jervas as forged through the fancy, the reflection of 
images “from art to art” (20) and mind to mind. As Morris Brownell explains, “in Pope’s 
                                                
14 For an insightful analysis of Piozzi’s statement in the context of Romanticism generally and 
Wordsworth’s engagement with fancy in particular, see Julie Ellison, “‘Nice Arts’ and ‘Potent Enginery’: 
The Gendered Economy of Wordsworth’s Fancy,” The Centennial Review 33, no. 4 (1989): 441-67; 
especially 443-445. 
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poetry, as in his use of the critical analogy, the connection between the arts is neither 
formal nor mimetic, but a transaction of the imagination where ‘images reflect.’”15 This 
“transaction of the imagination” depends, according to Pope, on fancy, the faculty that 
allows him and Jervas to see absent scenes and to share mental images. 
What flatt’ring scenes our wand’ring fancy wrought, 
Rome’s pompous glories rising to our thought! 
Together o’er the Alps methinks we fly,  
Fir’d with ideas of fair Italy. 
With thee repose, where Tully once was laid, 
Or seek some ruin’s formidable shade; 
While fancy brings the vanish’d piles to view,  
And builds imaginary Rome a-new. 
Here thy well-study’d Marbles fix our eye; 
A fading Fresco here demands a sigh: 
Each heav’nly piece unweary’d we compare, 
Match Raphael’s grace, with the lov’d Guido’s air, 
Caracci’s strength, Correggio’s softer line, 
Paulo’s free stroke, and Titian’s warmth divine. 
(23-38) 
 
The etymology of “idea” reveals the centrality of images to the term: the Latin idea, in its 
post-classical meaning, refers to a “form, image, likeness” in eighth-century Britain and 
to an “image existing in the mind” in the thirteenth century.16 In this fantasy, Pope is able 
to experience a tour of Italy (a trip he longed to take in life) by imagining Jervas’s past 
experience. Through their shared fancy, Pope imagines, they explore the world of art 
together, as they share the same visions. Fancy becomes the means by which Pope 
diminishes the sense of their individuated agency in order to emphasize their united 
status; by describing their fancy as “wand’ring,” Pope portrays himself and Jervas as the 
                                                
15 Morris R. Brownell, Alexander Pope and the Arts of Georgian England (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1978), 51. 
16 “idea, n.” Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford University Press), June 2015. Web. 
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passive vessels that receive these “flatt’ring scenes.” Pope’s delight in the passive 
reception of fancy’s images resembles Addison’s account of fancy (“It is but opening the 
Eye, and the Scene enters. The Colours paint themselves on the Fancy”). United through 
their shared “wand’ring fancy,” the painter and the poet become mentally fused and 
“Fir’d with ideas.” They gain access to distant places: “fancy brings the vanish’d piles to 
view, / And builds imaginary Rome a-new.” Fancy serves two roles simultaneously: it 
provides visions of scenes and art objects for inspiration, and it acts as the bonding 
element between Pope and Jervas. In his Epistle, then, Pope employs the trope of fancy in 
order to portray the friendly, inspirational bond between poet and painter under the aegis 
of the sister arts.         
While fancy facilitates masculine friendship and artistic inspiration in Epistle to 
Mr. Jervas, it fuels feminine erotic desire and blasphemous vision in Eloisa to Abelard. 
In this Ovidian verse epistle, Pope presents fancy as a mental faculty capable of 
formulating images that defy social, physical, and moral restrictions. It is through her 
fancy that Eloisa conjures up visions of Abelard within the convent: fancy visually 
actualizes the desires that have been forbidden by her family and disallowed by her 
commitment to the cloistered life. Poets throughout the rest of the century—including 
Collins and Smith—evoke Eloisa’s diction as they simultaneously emulate these 
visionary and liberating aspects of fancy.  
The opening verse paragraphs immediately establish a contested, divided 
relationship between Eloisa’s mind and heart, her devotion to God and her desire for 
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Abelard.17 Eloisa describes her conflict about hiding Abelard’s “fatal name” within her 
“heart” “Where, mix’d with God’s, his lov’d Idea lies” (9-10). For Eloisa, ideas merge 
with illicit images, and they are located in the heart, rather than the mind. By exploring 
the power for pleasure inherent in ideas as images, Pope reveals his allegiance to 
Addison’s, rather than Locke’s, version of the fancy. Fancy appears twice in the poem. In 
both moments fancy manifests Eloisa’s desires through fantasies that defy factual reality. 
At first fancy encourages Eloisa to imagine Abelard in a pure, idealized, angelic form; 
later, however, fancy enables Eloisa to conjure erotic images of Abelard in defiance of 
her chaste surroundings at the convent. Fancy first appears (with a lowercase “f”) when 
Eloisa recounts her courtship by Abelard:  
Thou know’st how guiltless first I met thy flame,  
When Love approach’d me under Friendship’s name;  
My fancy form’d thee of Angelick kind,  
Some emanation of th’ all-beauteous Mind.  
(59-62) 
 
Fancy creates the fantasy of Abelard as one of “Angelick kind.” It is only after Eloisa 
learns from Abelard’s lips that “’twas no sin to love” (68) that she gives free rein to her 
desires: “Back thro’ the paths of pleasing sense I ran, / Nor wish’d an Angel whom I 
lov’d a Man” (70). For Eloisa, fancy at first relates to a kind of innocence, or idealization, 
based in religious purity but undone by sensual experience.  
Despite its chaste beginnings, fancy later reappears as the source of Eloisa’s 
sexual fantasies. Fancy is contrasted with Grace, the force that “shines around” “the 
blameless Vestal,” or the nun as the bride of Christ, as she sinks into “golden dreams” 
                                                
17 See Marilyn Francus, “An Augustan’s Metaphysical Poem: Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard,” Studies 
in Philology 87, no. 4 (1990): 476-491. 
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(215, 207, 216). As in Jonson’s masque, fancy arrives at night. Unlike the nuns who 
experience pure dreams, Eloisa finds that  
Far other dreams my erring soul employ, 
Far other raptures, of unholy joy: 
Fancy restores what vengeance snatch’d away,  
Then conscience sleeps, and leaving nature free,  
All my loose soul unbounded springs to thee. 
(223-228) 
 
When Eloisa describes how “Fancy restores what vengeance snatch’d away,” she refers 
to Abelard’s genitals, the organs that “vengeance snatch’d away” when her uncle Fulbert 
had him castrated. Either way, fancy enables this nocturnal state in which her sensual 
“nature” is liberated from “conscience,” allowing her to experience “raptures, of unholy 
joy.”          
At first Eloisa fantasizes about the absent Abelard, but then her actual physical 
surroundings in the convent dissolve, and visions of her lover arise before her eyes: 
What scenes appear wher-e’er I turn my view! 
The dear Ideas, where I fly, pursue,  
Rise in the grove, before the altar rise,  
Stain all my soul, and wanton in my eyes! 
I waste the Matin lamp in sighs for thee,  
Thy image steals between my God and me, 
Thy voice I seem in ev’ry hymn to hear,  
With ev’ry bead I drop too soft a tear.  
When from the Censer clouds of fragrance roll,  
And swelling organs lift the rising soul; 
One thought of thee puts all the pomp to flight,  
Priests, Tapers, Temples, swim before my sight: 
In seas of flame my plunging soul is drown’d, 
While Altars blaze, and Angels tremble round.  
      (263-276) 
Throughout this poem, the “dear Ideas” are sensual “images.” Though at first Eloisa 
beckons these images willingly through her purposeful use of fancy, she eventually loses 
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her control over them and they continually arise, unbidden, obtaining an eerie power that 
is registered grammatically by the use of “wanton” as a verb. This loss of visionary 
agency illustrates a typical iconoclastic anxiety about the power of images to obstruct 
one’s relationship with the almighty (“Thy image steals between my God and me”). 
Surrounded by the intricately wrought trappings of Catholicism, Eloisa exchanges one 
iconolatry for another. Her physical sight is the locus of her spiritual struggle to commit 
to either celibate or sensual desire; when she thinks of Abelard “Priests, Tapers, Temples, 
swim before [her] sight.” The image in her mind warps her perception of her physical 
surroundings. Pope humorously emphasizes the perversion of Eloisa’s chaste 
surroundings when the “swelling organs” of the church suggest a pun on Abelard’s 
missing manhood. Despite the contest between the imagery of the church and the visions 
of her absent lover, Eloisa’s unconquerable desire ultimately exerts dominance over what 
she sees. While Pope follows Addison in exploring the pleasures derived from fancy, he 
also maintains some of Locke’s sense of the dangers of fixating on images produced by 
fancy. Although Eloisa is certainly not the same as Locke’s madman, she does 
demonstrate how images first invited by the fancy can gather an uncanny power of their 
own.       
After he has represented this female figure as consumed by frustrated sexual 
longing and haunted by erotic images, Pope’s sympathetic identification with Eloisa at 
the end is surprising. Eloisa concludes, 
And sure if fate some future Bard shall join 
In sad similitude of griefs to mine,  
Condemn’d whole years in absence to deplore,  
And image charms he must behold no more,  
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Such if there be, who loves so long, so well;  
Let him our sad, our tender story tell;  
The well-sung woes will sooth my pensive ghost; 
He best can paint ’em, who shall feel ’em most.  
      (359-366) 
 
By linking his identity as the male poet, or “future Bard,” to Eloisa through a “sad 
similitude of griefs,” Pope boldly claims some of Eloisa’s condition as his own. In two 
separate letters, addressed to Lady Wortley Montagu and Martha Blount, Pope claims 
that he has encoded some of his own feelings in his depiction of Eloisa.18 Pope’s 
biographer Maynard Mack speculates that  
In the person of Eloisa, he could pour out his longing to be loved: to be loved 
greatly, for it would take a great love, he knew, to overlook his limitations--not 
just his size and twisted back but his perpetual illnesses. In her person, too, he 
could express his angry sense of imprisonment in a fate he had never asked for 
and done nothing to deserve, together with those sensations of profound 
melancholy . . . that grew on him sometimes in contemplating his future . . . To 
put the affinities of life with poetry in these terms is to put them too baldly, I am 
well aware. Yet the poem does open, I think, at some obscure subterraneous level, 
a window on Pope’s sense of his situation at this time.19  
 
In Eloisa, then, Pope creates a female figure who can, in part, represent his own frustrated 
longings, desires that are chiefly maintained through the faculty of fancy as a faculty that 
enables one to “image charms he must behold no more.”  
In the final couplet, one that later pictorial poets frequently reconstitute, Pope 
suggests that his poem has employed a painterly aesthetic: “The well-sung woes will 
sooth my pensive ghost; / He best can paint ’em, who shall feel ’em most.” In these lines 
Pope alludes to the conclusion of Addison’s The Campaign, A Poem, To His Grace the 
                                                
18 See The Correspondence of Alexander Pope, ed. George Sherburn (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1956), 1: 338 and 407.  
19 Maynard Mack, Alexander Pope: A Life (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1985), 329. 
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Duke of Marlborough (1704). Addison’s poem recounts the events of the battle of 
Blenheim, a major victory for England in the War of Spanish Succession. In the last 
stanza Addison praises the Duke of Marlborough by contrasting the effortless renown 
arising from his victory with the artistic techniques used to enhance artificially the lesser 
deeds of those in other lands.  
Thus would I fain Britannia’s Wars rehearse,  
In the smooth Records of a faithfull Verse,  
That, if such Numbers can o’er Time prevail,  
May tell Posterity the wond’rous Tale.  
When Actions, Unadorn’d, are faint and weak,  
Cities and Countries must be taught to speak; 
Gods may descend in Factions from the Skies,  
And Rivers from their Oozy Beds arise,  
Fiction may deck the Truth with spurious Rays;  
And round the Hero cast a borrow’d Blaze.  
MARLBRO’s Exploits appear divinely bright,  
And proudly shine in their own Native Light;  
Rais’d of themselves, their genuin Charms they boast,  
  And those who Paint ’em truest Praise ’em most.   
     (463-476) 
 
Addison contrasts the “spurious rays” used by writers to embellish the accomplishments 
of inferior heroes with the “native light” of Marlborough’s achievement. By valuing only 
the facts, Addison claims that a dispassionate, realistic representation constitutes the 
truest poetic painting of a heroic figure. When Pope adapts these lines for Eloisa to 
Abelard, he substitutes feeling for truth: in Addison’s poem, he who praises his subject 
truest paints him best, but for Pope, he who feels the same woes as his subject paints her 
best. For Pope, the poet succeeds in “painting” his subject because of his deep-felt 
empathy for her. In other words, the act of poetic painting is driven by affective force 
rather than attention to facts. By explicitly gesturing towards his own emotional state, 
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Pope implicates himself in Eloisa’s sexual yearning and despair. This strong sympathetic 
connection between the male writer and the woeful female ghost transforms Addison’s 
concept of literary “painting” into one that celebrates the power of an affective 
attachment that can cross gender lines. As Pope adjusts the priority from factual truth to 
feeling in his adaptation from The Campaign, he simultaneously affirms Addison’s 
arguments in The Spectator that poetry should come from the fancy rather than the 
understanding. The poetics of fancy, exemplified by Pope’s Eloisa and continued by 
Collins and Smith, is based in defiance, feeling, and desire, rather than constraint, 
rationality, and fact.  
 For Pope, fancy is a powerful creative faculty: functionally, it can conjure up 
images of absent objects, whether scenes of Italy in Epistle to Mr. Jervas or Abelard’s 
body in Eloisa to Abelard. Emotionally, fancy empowers Pope to connect with the human 
subjects of his poems: he feels creatively united with Jervas through their shared fancy, 
and empathizes with Eloisa, sharing her need to “image” or fancy the absent object of 
desire. In Eloisa to Abelard, fancy allows Eloisa to access images that begin in her mind, 
but ultimately invade her perceptions of her physical surroundings. Lawrence Lipking 
argues that pictorial poets following Pope found themselves responding to his “extreme 
pictorial refinement,” which results in poems emphasizing “the rewards of seeing” as 
well as its “problems.”20 This insight also applies to the treatment of fancy: when pictorial 
poets throughout the century evoke fancy in order to access visual power, they often look 
to the poetry of Pope as a guide.  
                                                
20 Lipking, “Quick Poetic Eyes: Another Look at Literary Pictorialism,” 12-13. 
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“Where’er we turn, by Fancy charmed”: The Personification of Fancy in the Poetry 
of William Collins 
Later poets, including Collins, Smith, and Anna Seward, echo Eloisa’s language 
in order to claim the power of this “visionary maid” (162), a power that is based in 
images and defies constraints. While Pope creates the female figure of Eloisa to embody 
the power of the fancy and to express his own sorrow, other poets instead personify 
Fancy herself. Like Eloisa, the personified Fancy represents ideas as images and gives 
poets pictorial power. The eighteenth-century poetics of fancy normally relies upon the 
device of personification. Although William Wordsworth condemned personification in 
his “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads at the end of the century, mid-eighteenth century poets 
considered personification the highest sign of vision and imaginative power.21 Addison 
links poetry with the pictorial imagination or fancy rather than the rational understanding; 
when personified abstractions become a staple of mid-century poetry, then, they 
exemplify the eighteenth-century belief in the poetic imagination as a “picture-making” 
faculty.22 Of all the popular personifications, Fancy holds a particular power in the minds 
of these poets: they invoke her to grant them pictorial power. In The Progress of Poesy. A 
Pindaric Ode, for example, Thomas Gray imagines Dryden composing his “Song for St. 
Cecilia’s Day” while 
                                                
21 See Chester F. Chapin, Personification in Eighteenth-Century Poetry (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1955). In his account of how the old gods of mythology were transformed into 
personifications during the eighteenth-century, Lawrence Lipking argues that “an ability to conjure up the 
figure was the sign of poetic genius” in “The Gods of Poetry: Mythology and the Eighteenth-Century 
Tradition” in Augustan Subjects: Essays in Honor of Martin C. Battestin, ed. Albert J. Rivero (Newark: 
University of Delaware Press, 1997), 77. 
22 See Chester F. Chapin, Personification in Eighteenth-Century Poetry, 38. 
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  Bright-eyed Fancy hovering o’er  
  Scatters from her pictured urn 
  Thoughts that breathe, and words that burn.  
      (108-110) 
 
Not only is this muse of Fancy defined by her sight (“Bright-eyed”); she also transmits 
“Thoughts” and “words” to Dryden from a “pictured urn,” a vessel with pictures painted 
on it, perhaps in the style of a Greek red-figure vase. By portraying Fancy in this manner, 
Gray represents poetic composition as the process of converting images into text. 
Addison describes how, through personification in particular, “Poetry addresses it 
self to the Imagination, as it has not only the whole Circle of Nature for its Province, but 
makes new Worlds of its own, shews us Persons who are not to be found in Being, and 
represents even the Faculties of the Soul, with her several Virtues and Vices, in a sensible 
Shape and Character” (Spectator No. 419, p 573). By creating personifications, then, 
poets gain a godlike creative power, as they build “new Worlds” and beings. As Locke 
and Addison defined it, the imaginative state required for the poet to produce 
personifications is essentially a state of fancy: it involves turning off the rational faculty 
of the mind in order to access the pictorial, visionary faculty of the fancy. According to 
Earl Wasserman, “The almost consistent association of personification with vision in the 
eighteenth-century mind arises out of this conviction that personification is the 
consequence of vehement feeling and an imagination flying to the farthest reaches its 
sensory nature will allow. Therefore the imagination produces personifications most 
naturally when the rational mind is laid asleep, as in visions. Because of this association, 
almost every extended allegory of abstractions in the century is presented as a dream or 
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vision.”23 Like the nocturnal Fant’sy of Jonson and the nightly fantasies of Pope’s Eloisa, 
eighteenth-century fancy induces dreams and visions that help the poet to compose.  
The database of printed materials in Eighteenth-Century Collections Online 
includes roughly one hundred publications with “fancy” in the title, many of which are 
poems featuring a personified Fancy. The authors of these poems consistently present 
Fancy as capable of endowing the poet with expansive, liberated, and pictorial forms of 
vision. One anonymous poet, for example, refers to Fancy as the “Guardian of [his] 
Verse.”24 Dressed in her “colour-blended Robe” and described as “eagle-sighted,” Fancy 
appears as an embodiment of visual art. Some poets emphasize the feminine nature of 
Fancy by detailing her bodily appearance; in another poem, she appears to the speaker as 
“a Form” “Lovelier than Venus” with “auburn tresses loose, / Luxuriant, o’er her iv’ry 
shoulders wav’d, / And floating to the wind,” her “laughing eye / Beaming a thousand 
charms.”25 She repeatedly waves her wand, changing the scenes that range from battles 
and dungeons to lovers in a pastoral landscape. In another representative example, “The 
grove of fancy. A poem,” the poet demonstrates his imagined reliance on Fancy for 
inspiration:  
O Thou! who rul’st the Poet’s soul, 
And give’s the varied verse to roll: 
Thou, FANCY! whose impassion’d strain 
Calls forth the Muses’ shadowy train; 
When, in the intellectual hour, 
                                                
23 Earl R. Wasserman, “The Inherent Values of Eighteenth-Century Personification,” PMLA 65, 
no. 4 (June 1950): 435-463 (446). 
24 Anonymous, “Fancy. An irregular ode” (London:  printed for J. Cooke and J. Coote, at the 
King's-Arms, 1758). 
25 Anonymous, “The exhibition of fancy; a vision” (London: printed for the author, and sold by G. 
Kearsly, No. 46, Fleet-Street, 1776).  
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The Bard exerts creative pow’r; 
And, skill’d in all thy magick art, 
He strikes the note that thrills the heart. 
 
O FANCY! source of transient joy,  
Whose visions bless’d mine infant eye! 
Ere yet I knew thy pow’r to name, 
My conscious bosom felt thy flame; 
O let thy glowing touch divine,  
Inspirit, oft, the labour’d line: 
And where the grace of Art shall fail, 
Let Nature’s hallow’d warmth prevail; 
Oft animate with smiles the theme, 
And paint as still I weave the dream.  
(1-18)26 
 
Fancy exerts dominion over the poet’s “soul” and “verse.” The poet’s “creative pow’r” 
must be matched by Fancy’s “magick art” for him to achieve a successful composition. 
Despite the superstitious connotation of “magick,” the religious diction—including 
“bless’d,” “divine,” and “hallow’d”—grants Fancy the heavenly power that the canonical 
mid-century poet William Collins also provides her. While many of the poems about 
Fancy imply that she provides specifically pictorial power, this poem makes her 
association with visual art explicit by portraying her as a painter. In this process, Fancy 
composes the images that the poet then describes; he urges her to “paint as still I weave 
the dream.”  
William Collins crafts some of the most vivid personifications in mid-century 
poetry, relying on his personification of Fancy to act as his pictorial muse. In his visually 
rendered allegorical personifications, Collins draws on his literary predecessors, Spenser 
                                                
26 Anonymous, “The grove of fancy. A poem” (London: printed for T. Cadell, in the Strand, 1789). 
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and Milton, and his literary contemporaries, especially Joseph Warton.27 “Like his 
contemporaries,” Chester Chapin writes, “Collins emphasizes the picture-making 
function of imagination-fancy” (45). According to Jean Hagstrum, Collins “fully 
absorbed the basic tenet of the Warton circle that poetry ought to be imaginative, that to 
be imaginative is to be pictorial, and that the pictorial is principally expressed in 
allegorical personae ‘picturesquely’ rendered.”28 While critics have long recognized that a 
pictorial practice is central to Collins’s creation of a variety of personified figures, I 
would like to place a special emphasis on Collins’s portrayal of Fancy: the figure of 
Fancy appears frequently in Collins’s work and he repeatedly imagines her providing him 
access to a way of seeing the world and writing poetry that is grounded in the visual arts. 
In addition, when Collins represents his relationship to Fancy, he often evokes the diction 
of Pope’s Eloisa. In order to write visionary poetry, he accepts and even internalizes a 
feminized creative power.  
In An Epistle: Addressed to Sir Thomas Hanmer, on his Edition of Shakespeare’s 
Works (c. 1743) Collins compares his relationship to the Muse of Poetry to Eloisa’s 
sexual fantasies:  
     Where’er we turn, by Fancy charmed, we find 
Some sweet illusion of the cheated mind.  
Oft, wild of wing, she calls the soul to rove 
With humbler nature in the rural grove;  
Where swains contented own the quiet scene,  
And twilight fairies tread the circled green: 
Dressed by her hand, the woods and valleys smile,  
And spring diffusive decks the enchanted isle.  
                                                
27 On Milton’s influence on Collins, see Paul S. Sherwin, Precious Bane: Collins and the Miltonic 
Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1977). 
28 Jean Hagstrum, Sister Arts, 270. 
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     O more than all in powerful genius blest,  
Come, take thine empire o’er the willing breast! 
Whate’er the wounds this youthful heart shall feel,  
Thy songs support me and thy morals heal! 
There every thought the poet’s warmth may raise, 
There native music dwells in all the lays. 
O might some verse with happiest skill persuade 
Expressive Picture to adopt thine aid! 
What wondrous drafts might rise from every page! 
What other Raphaels charm a distant age! 
(93-110)  
 
Collins models the construction, “Where’er we turn, by Fancy charmed, we find / Some 
sweet illusion,” on Eloisa’s exclamation, “What scenes appear where-e’er I turn my 
view!” (263; my emphasis). When Collins’s speaker beckons a “sweet illusion,” he 
echoes Eloisa, who calls for “soft illusions” with her fancy (240). The visions of the poet, 
like the erotic images of Abelard that appear to Eloisa, arise under the influence of fancy. 
For both Pope and Collins, fancy provides a way of thinking that is liberated from social 
or moral restriction. Collins presents his position, as the poet seeking inspiration, in the 
language of a lover in amorous exaltation, inviting his beloved to “take thine empire o’er 
the willing breast!” Collins’s speaker seeks Fancy’s domination over his “willing breast” 
in order to gain poetic inspiration that is specifically pictorial. Collins even suggests that 
poetry surpasses visual art, or “Expressive Picture,” by adopting the aid of this pictorial 
muse.   
Portraying the poet’s relationship to Fancy in Ode to Pity (c 1746), Collins again 
draws explicitly on Pope’s Eloisa in characterizing the first-person speaker:  
Come, Pity, come, by Fancy’s aid, 
Even now my thoughts, relenting maid, 
 Thy temple’s pride design: 
Its southern site, its truth complete, 
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Shall raise a wild enthusiast heat 
In all who view the shrine. 
 
There Picture’s toils shall well relate 
How chance or hard involving fate 
 O’er mortal bliss prevail: 
The buskined Muse shall near her stand,  
And sighing prompt her tender hand 
 With each disastrous tale. 
 
There let me oft, retired by day, 
In dreams of passion melt away,  
 Allowed with thee to dwell: 
There waste the mournful lamp of night, 
Till, virgin, thou again delight 
 To hear a British shell! 
(25-42) 
 
Eloisa “waste[s] the Matin lamp in sighs” for Abelard (267), and Collins’s speaker 
“waste[s] the mournful lamp of night” in the temple of Pity. Collins compares his state of 
poetic composition, simultaneously passive and creative, to Eloisa’s state of erotic 
imagining. Induced by “Fancy’s aid,” the speaker enters a visionary creative state in 
which his “thoughts” can “design” the temple of Pity. Collins also personifies visual art 
as a female figure, Picture, who creates a gallery of images that “relate” the “disastrous 
tale[s]” of humankind. Picture is accompanied by another female figure, the “buskined 
Muse,” who is probably the muse of tragedy, but may also refer to Joseph Warton’s 
personification of Fancy as a “Nymph, with loosely-flowing hair, / With buskin’d leg, 
and bosom bare” (9-10).29 Among all these female personifications, Collins imagines his 
speaker retiring. When he depicts his languid state—“There let me oft, retired by day, / In 
dreams of passion melt away”—Collins combines Eloisa’s diction when she contrasts 
                                                
29 Joseph Warton, “Ode to Fancy,” Odes on Various Subjects (London: printed for R. Dodsley; 
and sold by M. Cooper, 1746). 
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how the “blameless vestal” falls asleep, “dies away, / And melts in visions of eternal day” 
with her own “other dreams” and “raptures” restored by Fancy (221-226). Through 
“Fancy’s aid,” Collins imagines, he can claim a pictorial power that is inherently 
feminized, both in its reliance on Fancy and in its mimicking of Eloisa’s language.   
In fact, a personified Fancy appears in many of the odes as the gatekeeper to 
vision and picture-making poetic power. The Ode to Fear begins: 
Thou, to whom the world unknown  
With all its shadowy shapes is shown; 
Who see’st appalled the unreal scene, 
While Fancy lifts the veil between: 
 Ah Fear! Ah frantic Fear! 
 I see, I see thee near. 
(1-6) 
 
When she “lifts the veil between” reality and “the world unknown,” an act that 
exemplifies her control over the speaker’s visual access, Fancy allows him to see the 
figure of Fear. The repetition of “see” three times in the opening six lines reinforces the 
visual experience of fancy. Fancy acts as the intermediary between the poet and the 
visionary scenes he beholds and then writes about. In Ode to Pity, Fancy enables the 
speaker’s mental creation of a temple filled with personified female figures and a gallery 
of pictures, where he languidly retires. In contrast, in Ode to Fear, Fancy lifts the veil, 
allowing the speaker to see a train of ghastly figures that threaten his sanity. Throughout 
the poem, Collins follows each description of a particular scene with an exploration of 
the effects such an act of seeing might have on the speaker. After introducing the 
“monsters” in Fear’s train, Collins asks, “Danger, whose limbs of giant mould / What 
mortal eye can fixed behold?” (9-11). Following Vengeance, who “lifts her red arm” in 
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“the lurid air,” he wonders, “Who, Fear, this ghastly train can see, / And look not madly 
wild like thee?” (20-21, 24-25). As in Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard, the poetics of fancy 
involves an empathetic connection between speaker and subject, but in Collins’s Ode to 
Fear, the speaker’s empathy makes him take on the “madly wild” “look” of Fear.  
 In this poem Fancy and the “mad nymph” (47) Fear allow Collins to participate in 
the kind of writing that requires “a particular Cast of Fancy,” according to Addison, or, 
what “Mr. Dryden calls the Fairie way of Writing” (570). Like Addison, Collins also 
names Shakespeare as the exemplar of this kind of imaginative composition, which 
features “ghosts,” “goblins,” and other fantastical inventions (60, 62). Collins’s speaker 
bids this   
Dark power, with shuddering meek submitted thought 
Be mine to read the visions old,  
Which thy awakening bards have told: 
And, lest thou meet my blasted view, 
Hold each strange tale devoutly true 
(53-57) 
 
Again, Collins presents the fanciful form of writing as based entirely in sight: the “dark 
power” that Collins seeks would allow him to “read the visions old.” At the same time, 
the speaker can only gain this visionary power by submitting to a passive and receptive 
state (“with shuddering meek submitted thought”). Ultimately, for Collins, Fancy 
provides the poet with his visionary ability. 
Fancy plays a particularly compelling role in the Ode on the Poetical Character, 
the poem that Richard Wendorf calls Collins’s “most exciting, original, and controversial 
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work.”30 Collins traces the origins of the poetical character to a metaphorical girdle, as 
well as to the romantic union between God and Fancy.  
Young Fancy thus, to me divinest name,  
To whom, prepared and bathed in heaven, 
The cest of amplest power is given, 
To few the godlike gift assigns 
To gird their blest prophetic loins, 
And gaze her visions wild, and feel unmixed her flame! 
(17-22) 
 
In this imagined mythology, Fancy bestows the “godlike gift” of inspiration upon a few 
chosen poets. Collins presents poetic inspiration as the transfer of “visions wild” from 
Fancy to her chosen recipients. Fancy, a feminine and “divine” force, becomes the muse 
for the poet, who is allowed to see her visions and feels her “unmixed” “flame.” In 
Pope’s poem, Eloisa struggles between competing sources of power and desire: religion 
and erotic fancy. In Collins, however, Fancy herself is divine; her gift to the poet is 
“bathed in heaven.” Collins thus endows the poetics of fancy with holiness and figures 
the poet as a prophetic vessel who receives Fancy’s inspiration.   
Collins proceeds to tell a strange courtship story in which the feminine Fancy 
woos the masculine God: 
Long by the loved Enthusiast [Fancy] wooed, 
Himself [God] in some diviner mood,  
Retiring, sat with her alone,  
And placed her on his sapphire throne, 
The whiles, the vaulted shrine around,  
Seraphic wires were heard to sound,  
Now sublimest triumph swelling,  
Now on love and mercy dwelling; 
And she, from out the veiling cloud,  
                                                
30 Richard Wendorf, William Collins and Eighteenth-Century English Poetry (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1981), 41. 
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Breathed her magic notes aloud: 
And thou, thou rich-haired youth of morn, 
And all thy subject life was born! 
(29-40) 
 
In Collins’s account, God places Fancy on “his sapphire throne.” After a climactic 
moment—when the strings of angels’ harps sound “sublimest triumph” and Fancy 
“breathed her magic notes aloud”—the “rich-haired youth of morn” is born. While 
several critics, such as Northrop Frye and Harold Bloom, interpret the “youth” as the 
poet, born from the union of God and Fancy, others, such as Roger Lonsdale, insist that 
the “youth” only refers to the sun.31 In either case, I would argue that Collins clearly 
presents the poet’s power as derived from the combined forces of fancy and heaven. In 
light of the earlier scene, when Fancy bedecks her chosen poets with the “godlike gift” of 
inspiration, Collins’s striking portrayal of the union between the poetic, creative God, and 
the powerful, sensual Fancy celebrates the fusion of masculine and feminine elements in 
the creative process. When he presents the combined power of a feminized Fancy with a 
masculinized God, Collins traces the origin of poetic inspiration to the merging of 
gendered positions. 
Towards the end of the poem, Collins portrays himself following in the footsteps 
of Spenser and Milton, but he finds their power inaccessible because “[…] Heaven and 
Fancy, kindred powers, / Have now o’erturned the inspiring bowers, / Or curtained close 
                                                
31 For arguments that the “youth” is the poet, see Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry: A Study of 
William Blake (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 169-170; Harold Bloom, The Visionary 
Company (London: Faber & Faber, 1962), 3-10; and Clifford Siskin, “Personification and Community: 
Literary Change in the Mid- and Late- Eighteenth Century” Eighteenth-Century Studies 15, no. 4 (Summer 
1982): 371-401 (386). More recently, Jennifer Keith has also read the youth as “a primordial figure of the 
poet” in Poetry and the Feminine from Behn to Cowper (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2005), 
129. For arguments that the “youth” is only the sun, see Richard Wendorf, William Collins and Eighteenth-
Century English Poetry, 48; and Roger Lonsdale’s explanatory note to the passage (p432, l.39-40n).  
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such scenes from every future view” (74-76). Like the “kindred arts” of poetry and visual 
art, Collins’s “kindred powers” of “Heaven and Fancy” combine in order to support his 
major pictorial predecessors, Spenser and Milton. Though Collins associates himself with 
Pope’s Eloisa by having his speaker allude to her language, he views the relationship 
between Heaven and Fancy not as a struggle, but as the ultimate poetic union. 
Throughout his odes, Collins invites the feminine force of Fancy to invade his breast, to 
dominate his vision, and to rule his imagination. Inspiration, for Collins, necessitates the 
passive submission of the male poet to the feminine Fancy.  
 
“Her pencil sickening Fancy throws away”: Fancy in Charlotte Smith’s Elegiac 
Sonnets 
 As with the major pictorial poets before her, Charlotte Smith often represents 
poetic power in relation to fancy. Like the mid-century poets, Smith presents fancy as 
liberating, visionary, and necessary to poetic picture-making; unlike such poets as 
Collins, however, Smith acknowledges a negative side to fancy. When she represents 
fancy as illusory, Smith partially aligns herself with Locke’s and Dryden’s critical 
representations of fancy as dangerous and delusive. Smith includes two forms of fancy in 
her sonnets: in the first instance, it refers to the creative faculty, the “poet’s fancy” (with 
a lowercase f); in the second, it appears as a personified figure, “Fancy” (with an 
uppercase F). As a personified figure, Fancy appears as a painter; as a mental faculty, 
fancy enables visual imagination and fantasies. In either form, however, fancy almost 
always reveals how art misrepresents life. For Smith, the poet’s bond to fancy provides 
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her with visionary power but also exacts a price: the poet’s personal suffering. Fancy 
empowers the poet to construct visions that fulfill the poet’s desire or provide hope or 
happiness, but these visions are always fleeting, often leaving the poet feeling defeated as 
she is circumscribed once again by reality.  
Smith’s more complex rendering of fancy as simultaneously inspiring and 
exacting to the poet helps to make her a transitional figure between Augustan and 
Romantic values. Many critics have rightly read Smith’s sonnets according to the terms 
of Romanticism; after all, they often represent individual consciousness, the sublime, and 
the natural landscape.32 Though Smith fits comfortably within the Romantic milieu, she 
also responds to Augustan themes, especially in her treatment of fancy. We can see 
Smith’s transition from an Augustan to a Romantic emphasis within the editorial history 
of her Elegiac Sonnets; “The first two editions of Elegiac Sonnets are filled with the 
modes, imagery, and Latinate language of the Augustans,” as Paula Backscheider points 
out, “but by the fifth and sixth editions there is more emphasis on the picturesque and the 
sublime, and the language of many poems seldom rises above ordinary speech. In the 
ninth, poems such as the ballad Lydia signal Smith’s increasingly Romantic 
orientation.”33 In this section, I suggest that Smith’s poetics—defined by art’s 
requirement of the poet’s suffering—depends on the eighteenth-century conception of 
fancy.  
                                                
32 The first line of Stuart Curran’s “Introduction” to The Poems of Charlotte Smith, ed. Stuart 
Curran (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), for example, reads, “Charlotte Smith was the first poet 
in England whom in retrospect we would call Romantic” (xix). 
33 Paula R. Backscheider, Eighteenth-Century Women Poets and Their Poetry (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005), 367.  
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In fact, her first sonnet, which stands as a model for the rest of the volume, 
defines her poetics through an allusion to the concluding lines of Pope’s Eloisa to 
Abelard. Through the ten editions of Elegiac Sonnets (published 1784-1811), Smith 
would add new sonnets and rearrange their order, but she always maintained this one as 
the opening sonnet, a placement that implies its importance to the framework of the 
volume.  
The partial Muse has from my earliest hours 
    Smiled on the rugged path I'm doom’d to tread, 
And still with sportive hand has snatch’d wild flowers, 
    To weave fantastic garlands for my head: 
But far, far happier is the lot of those 
    Who never learn’d her dear delusive art; 
Which, while it decks the head with many a rose, 
    Reserves the thorn to fester in the heart. 
For still she bids soft Pity’s melting eye 
    Stream o’er the ills she knows not to remove,  
Points every pang, and deepens every sigh 
    Of mourning Friendship, or unhappy Love. 
Ah! then, how dear the Muse’s favours cost, 
If those paint sorrow best—who feel it most! 34 
 
In this opening sonnet, Smith begins to describe the tenets that she develops throughout 
the volume: the separation between art and life, the failure of art to salve human 
suffering, and the requirement that the poet personally suffer in order to create art. The 
“partial Muse” with “her dear delusive art” turns out to be Fancy in later poems; here, she 
resembles Shakespeare’s Ophelia, as she bedecks others with her wild flowers. Though 
later sonnets explicitly represent Smith’s muse as Fancy, here the Muse’s placement of 
                                                
34 Charlotte Smith, Elegiac Sonnets, The Poems of Charlotte Smith, ed. Stuart Curran (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1993). All quotations from Smith’s sonnets come from this edition and will be 
cited by line numbers parenthetically.  
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“fantastic garlands” on the poet’s head implies the connection. Describing the Muse 
“with sportive hand” also implies this connection, as “sportive” is a synonym for 
“fanciful,” and Smith refers to Fancy with a “sportive pencil” in a later sonnet.35 As in 
Collins’s Ode to Pity, the muse of Fancy is paired with the personification of Pity, a 
coupling suggesting that poetic imagination depends on emotional depth. In the final line 
of this introductory sonnet, Smith appropriates the final lines of Pope’s Eloisa to Abelard 
in order to express the credo that poetic painting relies on the poet’s sorrow. Just as Pope 
adapted his lines from Addison in order to define poetic painting in relation to feeling 
rather than fact, Smith adapts her line from Pope in order to reinforce this very division. 
Throughout her sonnets, Smith associates poetic fancy with youth, dreams, desire, and 
hope in contrast to age, reality, painful experience, and suffering.  
In the tradition of Jonson, Pope, and Collins, Smith occasionally represents fancy 
in the realm of liberating, nocturnal fantasy. In a sonnet “From the novel Emmeline,” for 
example, Fancy appears during the speaker’s dreams:  
When welcome slumber sets my spirit free,  
Forth to fictitious happiness it flies  
And where Elysian bowers of bliss arise, 
I seem, my Emmeline—to meet with thee! 
(1-4) 
  
In this state—similar to Eloisa’s when her “conscience sleeps” and her “loose soul 
unbounded springs to” Abelard—fancy, fueled by desire, pries the spirit free from 
physical and moral restrictions. For Smith’s speaker, this fulfillment, in which “Fancy, 
then, dissolving human ties, / Gives me the wishes of my soul to see” (5-6), ends when 
                                                
35 “sportive, adj.” Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford University Press). Web. 30 June 
2015. See also Smith’s sonnet “To fancy.”  
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“cruel Reason” returns (10). Though Smith reproduces Locke’s binary, contrasting fancy 
with reason, she associates fancy with pleasure and reason with truth as well as suffering. 
Like Eloisa’s “soft illusions” and “dear Ideas,” and Collins’s “sweet illusions,” Smith’s 
“dear delusions” (13) temporarily manifest the object of desire in defiance of rationality, 
through the faculty of fancy.36  
Like her eighteenth-century predecessors, Smith presents fancy as providing the 
poet with image-making power derived from visual art. This connection between fancy 
and visual art is even more explicit in Smith’s work because she repeatedly personifies 
Fancy as a female artist.  
Should the lone Wanderer, fainting on his way, 
    Rest for a moment of the sultry hours, 
And tho’ his path thro’ thorns and roughness lay, 
    Pluck the wild rose, or woodbine’s gadding flowers, 
Weaving gay wreaths beneath some sheltering tree, 
    The sense of sorrow he awhile may lose; 
So have I sought thy flowers, fair Poesy! 
    So charm’d my way with Friendship and the Muse. 
But darker now grows life’s unhappy day, 
    Dark with new clouds of evil yet to come, 
Her pencil sickening Fancy throws away, 
    And weary Hope reclines upon the tomb; 
And points my wishes to that tranquil shore, 
Where the pale spectre Care pursues no more. 
 
These personifications represent internal aspects of the speaker’s mind: after finding 
temporary comfort in poetry, the speaker’s life becomes unhappy and dark; her Fancy 
grows sick, and her Hope bleakly looks to a future state (implicitly death), when Care 
                                                
36 See also Sonnet LXXV, “Where the wild woods and pathless forests frown,” in which Fancy 
“That loves to wanton in the Night’s deep noon” calls forth “visionary Nymphs” that appear to the 
wandering Pilgrim.  
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will no longer pursue her. Fancy, then, is not an external muse that the poet-speaker must 
beckon or court; instead, Fancy always exists within the speaker. The engraving that 
accompanies this sonnet shows Fancy throwing her pencil (meaning paintbrush) away 
(see figure 4.1). Fancy, the imagined female painter, stands for the poet’s ability to write: 
when life grows too emotionally burdensome, the speaker’s creative faculty vanishes.  
The sonnet titled “To fancy” represents the strained relationship between the poet 
and Fancy, here apostrophized as the “Queen of Shadows.”  
Thee, Queen of Shadows!—shall I still invoke, 
    Still love the scenes thy sportive pencil drew, 
When on mine eyes the early radiance broke 
    Which shew’d the beauteous rather than the true! 
Alas! long since those glowing tints are dead, 
    And now ’tis thine in darkest hues to dress 
The spot where pale Experience hangs her head 
    O’er the sad grave of murder’d Happiness! 
Thro’ thy false medium, then, no longer view’d, 
    May fancied pain and fancied pleasure fly, 
        And I, as from me all thy dreams depart, 
Be to my wayward destiny subdued: 
    Nor suffer perfection with a poet’s eye, 
        Nor suffer anguish with a poet’s heart! 
 
Again, Smith employs the diction and imagery of visual art to represent the poet’s 
relationship to Fancy. The poet receives Fancy’s inspiration as a viewer would behold a 
work of art: Fancy “drew” the “scenes” with her “sportive pencil” and they “broke” on 
the poet’s “eyes” with “radiance.” Smith describes the disillusionment of the poet as she 
moves from youthful Fancy to painful Experience, a transition that resembles Thomas 
Gray’s characterization of the blissful ignorance of school-children: “Gay hope is theirs 
by fancy fed” (Ode on a Distant Prospect of Eton College, 41). The poet describes the 
allure of fancy: she finds herself drawn to “still invoke” fancy despite her knowledge of 
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fancy’s “false medium.” According to Jeffrey Robinson, “Equivocation becomes a 
tortuous and bewildering adherence to the Fancy despite the cultural predisposition to be 
done with it” (45). Robinson reads Fancy here as a representation of a poetry “full of 
realism.”37 Though I agree that the speaker’s relationship to fancy appears conflicted—
she simultaneously criticizes it and feels drawn to it—I do not read Smith’s poetry of 
fancy as one “full of realism.” Instead, I would suggest, Smith presents fancy and grief as 
entwined with poetic creativity: to escape “fancied pain and fancied pleasure” would also 
be to retire the “poet’s eye” and “poet’s heart.” Rather than being based in reality, fancy 
provides the poet with a necessary escape from reality into a visionary state; because this 
visionary state must inevitably end, however, the return to reality becomes even more 
painful for the poet to endure.  
 The poet’s condition, according to Smith, depends on this clash between the 
visionary power of fancy and the harsh realities of life. In “To the Insect of the 
Gossamer,” Smith exemplifies this duality by comparing the poet to a spider and the 
poet’s fancy to the spider’s web.  
Small, viewless Æronaut, that by the line 
    Of Gossamer suspended, in mid air 
    Float’st on a sun beam—Living atom, where 
Ends thy breeze-guided voyage;—with what design, 
In Æther dost thou launch thy form minute, 
    Mocking the eye?—Alas! before the veil 
Of denser clouds shall hide thee, the pursuit 
    Of the keen Swift may end thy fairy sail!— 
                                                
37 Robinson finds “a statement about Fancy as a potentially metamorphic principle of poetry itself; 
the poem attempts to define such a principle against a conventional wisdom, an ideology that seeks to keep 
poetry within the domain of the familiar, the known, and in the perspective of the normative, in this case 
called ‘grief.’” He continues, “‘To Fancy’ helps us see through that ideology and imagine a poetry that, full 
of realism, places itself at odds with the given” (45). 
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Thus on the golden thread that Fancy weaves 
    Buoyant, as Hope’s illusive flattery breathes, 
The young and visionary Poet leaves 
    Life’s dull realities, while sevenfold wreaths 
Of rainbow-light around his head revolve. 
Ah! soon at Sorrow’s touch the radiant dreams dissolve! 
 
In this poem, the poet’s fancy provides an extraordinary escape from “dull realities.” 
Fancy suspends the poet just as Gossamer suspends the “viewless Æronaut” in a state of 
utter liberation. Like the spider, launching itself into the air on a single filament, the poet 
attains creative freedom by riding on “the golden thread that Fancy weaves.” When she 
portrays “the young and visionary Poet” with “sevenfold wreaths / Of rainbow-light” 
revolving around his head, Smith visualizes fancy’s inspiration in exuberant color. For 
Smith, however, fancy belongs to innocence (the “young and visionary Poet”), rather than 
experience.  
*** 
Oothoon, “a virgin fill’d with virgin fancies”: Prophetic Fancy in William Blake’s 
Visions of the Daughters of Albion  
For the major eighteenth-century pictorial poets discussed in this chapter, fancy is 
opposed to and contrasted with reality. When Pope modifies Addison’s lines about poetic 
painting, he emphasizes the truth of feeling rather than fact. Collins and the mid-century 
poets personify Fancy as a figure who magically provides the poet with fantasies of 
imagined scenes. As these poets understand it, personification is the “Fairie way of 
writing,” which involves creating beings who do not exist in reality. Charlotte Smith 
further differentiates between fancy and reality by presenting fancy as the principal 
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faculty of the young and naïve poet; the poet’s creations built from fancy are constantly 
confronted and collapsed by reality. But for William Blake, the most famous and radical 
of pictorial poets, fancy and reality are one and the same.  
In a letter from 1799 Blake articulates his belief that “the Visions of Fancy” exist 
within our world and insists that any attempt to sever the connection between fancy and 
reality is a mistake.  
And I know that This World Is a World of Imagination & Vision I see Every 
thing I paint In This World, but Every body does not see alike. To the Eyes of a 
Miser a Guinea is more beautiful than the Sun & a bag worn with the use of 
Money has more beautiful proportions than a Vine filled with Grapes. The tree 
which moves some to tears of joy is in the Eyes of others only a Green thing that 
stands in the way. Some See Nature all Ridicule & Deformity & by these I shall 
not regulate my proportions, & Some Scarce see Nature at all But to the Eyes of 
the Man of Imagination Nature is Imagination itself. As a man is So he Sees. As 
the Eye is formed such are its Powers You certainly Mistake when you say that the 
Visions of Fancy are not to be found in This World. To Me This World is all One 
continued Vision of Fancy or Imagination & I feel Flattered when I am told So. 
What is it sets Homer Virgil & Milton in so high a rank of Art. Why is the Bible 
more Entertaining & Instructive than any other book. Is it not because they are 
addressed to the Imagination which is Spiritual Sensation & but mediately to the 
Understanding or Reason Such is True Painting and such <was> alone valued by 
the Greeks & the best modern Artists.38 
 
In his characteristic and startling way, Blake forcefully collapses categories that we 
would normally keep separate: the outer world and the inner mind, or external “Nature” 
and man’s “Imagination.” Blake writes, “You certainly Mistake when you say that the 
Visions of Fancy are not to be found in This World. To Me This World is all One 
continued Vision of Fancy or Imagination.” In America, Blake similarly reprimands men 
                                                
38 William Blake, “To Rev. Dr Trusler, Englefield Green, Egham, Surrey. August 23, 1799,” The 
Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1982), 702; emphasis mine.  
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who would dismiss the fantastical vision before them as “Fancy” because they operate 
under the false assumption that “Visions of Fancy are not to be found in This World.”  
In opposition dire, a warlike cloud the myriads stood 
In the red air before the Demon; [seen even by mortal men: 
Who call it Fancy, & shut the gates of sense, & in their chambers, 
Sleep like the dead.] But like a constellation ris’n and blazing 
Over the rugged ocean; so the Angels of Albion hung39  
 
Even though “mortal men” see the “warlike cloud,” the “red air,” and “the Demon,” they 
attempt to dismiss the vision by calling it “Fancy.” To deny that this vision of Fancy 
exists in the real world is to “shut the gates of sense” and to “sleep like the dead.” For 
Blake, then, Fancy is Imagination, Visions of Fancy exist in the real world, and men tend 
wrongly to label visions as Fancy in order to dismiss their validity.  
In his letter Blake uses the terms Fancy and Imagination synonymously, as 
Addison does in The Spectator. Unlike Addison, who portrays vision as a man’s passive 
reception of external data (“It is but opening the Eye, and the Scene enters. The Colours 
paint themselves on the Fancy”), Blake insists that seeing is subjectively defined by a 
man’s character, as his example of the Miser illustrates. As Northrop Frye explains, “If 
man perceived is a form or image, man perceiving is a former or imaginer, so that 
‘imagination’ is the regular term used by Blake to denote man as an acting and perceiving 
being” and “‘Fancy’ also means the imagination.”40 Blake claims, “As a man is So he 
Sees. As the Eye is formed such are its Powers.” Thus, while “This World” may be “all 
                                                
39 William Blake, America, Cancelled Plates, Plate C (as revised), ll. 20-24; emphasis in original. 
The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, 59. 
40 Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1969), 19. 
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One continued Vision of Fancy,” only a poet such as Blake, with his “Eye” “formed” 
with prophetic “Powers,” may be able to see it.   
This view that individuals visually perceive the world through a lens constructed 
according to their subjectivity and character also drives Visions of the Daughters of 
Albion (1793), the title page of which declares, “The Eye sees more than the Heart 
knows.”41 Throughout the poem, the way characters see the external world reveals their 
internal ideological makeup. When we first meet Oothoon, for example, she sees the 
“Marygold” as both a flower and a nymph: “Art thou a flower! art thou a nymph! I see 
thee now a flower; / Now a nymph!” (4/1: 6-7). Oothoon’s ability to recognize the dual 
states of the marigold, which embodies “the soul of sweet delight” (9), indicates her 
visionary receptivity. Her act of plucking the flower and placing it “to glow between 
[her] breasts” immediately associates her visionary power with her budding sexuality 
(12).42 Radically, in Visions of the Daughters of Albion, Blake creates a female 
protagonist whose prophetic vision and exuberant sexuality are intertwined. As Alicia 
Ostriker argues, Oothoon “not only attacks patriarchal ideology root and branch, but 
outflanks everyone in her poem for intellectuality and spirituality, and is intellectual and 
spiritual precisely because she is erotic.”43  
                                                
41 William Blake, Visions of the Daughters of Albion (1793), Blake’s Poetry and Designs, eds. 
Mary Lynn Johnson and John E. Grant (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008). 
42 Many earlier critics read Oothoon plucking the flower as a general symbol of sexual maturity. 
More recently, it has been read specifically as an act of “female autoeroticism”; see Christopher Z. Hobson, 
Blake and Homosexuality (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 30. According to Helen Bruder, “it is here that 
Blake’s sexual radicalism lies: in his validation of a woman’s right to pleasure herself”; William Blake and 
the Daughters of Albion (New York: St. Martin’s, 1997), 75. 
43 Alicia Ostriker, “Desire Gratified and Ungratified: William Blake and Sexuality,” Blake: An 
Illustrated Quarterly 16 (1982-83): 156-65, abridged and reproduced in Blake’s Poetry and Designs, 560-
  
214 
When Jeffrey Robinson addresses the role of fancy in Blake’s work, he focuses on 
the “Memorable Fancies” in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. “Much of the Marriage” 
Robinson suggests, “embodies and argues for poetry and living as ideally a visionary 
breaking free of the ‘rules’ and ‘fetters’ of custom and organized and natural religion; the 
Fancy does and becomes what it perceives, which is the world-as-mind, when desire is 
and is not fettered.”44 Similarly, in Visions, fancy enables Oothoon to criticize the 
oppressive conditions of “custom and organized religion.” As “a virgin fill’d with virgin 
fancies,” Oothoon wields a visionary power unavailable to Theotormon and Bromion 
(9/6: 21). In Visions, having a strong fancy allows Oothoon to see the potential for a 
world that is more sexually liberated; lacking fancy, Theotormon and Bromion adhere to 
socially conditioned attitudes about sexual corruption, jealousy, and gender roles.   
Though Oothoon ultimately achieves a state of visionary and prophetic power 
through fancy by the end of the poem, she undergoes a painful process to achieve it that 
involves recognizing, questioning, and ultimately rejecting her own internalization of 
patriarchal prescriptions for female sexuality. Immediately after Bromion rapes her, 
Ooothoon seems to share Theotormon’s view that she has been defiled, as she invites 
“Theotormon’s Eagles” to “Rend away this defiled bosom that I may reflect / The image 
of Theotormon on my pure transparent breast” (5/2: 13-16). By submitting to this 
sadomasochistic purification process—during which “Theotormon severely smiles, her 
soul reflects the smile”—Oothoon reveals her entrapment within a system in which her 
                                                                                                                                            
571; quotation is on 564. Along with other scholars such as Anne Mellor, Ostriker’s essay opened up a new 
line of feminist readings of Blake.  
44 Jeffrey C. Robinson, Unfettering Poetry, 40. 
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worth is determined by her chastity. When Oothoon asks the question—“If Theotormon 
once would turn his loved eyes upon me; / How can I be defiled when I reflect thy image 
pure?” (6/3: 14-15)—she figures love as a reflection of images. She attempts to “reflect” 
Theotormon’s desire for an “image pure” back to him, but such a reflection is ultimately 
impossible because of the misogynistic logic that a raped woman is irreparably defiled.45     
At this point in Oothoon’s struggle to come to terms with the fact that her lover 
Theotormon assesses her worth with the same values as her rapist, she begins to question 
the physical and social parameters that constrain perception and identity. Unlike the 
limited sight of Bromion and Theotormon, Blake suggests, Oothoon’s expansive vision 
allows her to question these restrictions: 
… Arise my Theotormon I am pure. 
Because the night is gone that clos’d me in its deadly black.  
They told me that I had five senses to inclose me up. 
And they inclos’d my infinite brain into a narrow circle,  
And sunk my heart into the Abyss, a red round globe hot burning 
Till all from life was obliterated and erased. 
Instead of morn arises a bright shadow, like an eye 
In the eastern cloud; instead of night a sickly charnel house; 
That Theotormon hears me not! to him the night and morn 
Are both alike: a night of sighs, a morning of fresh tears 
(5/2: 28-38) 
 
Oothoon recognizes the limitations exacted on human perception by the body, in which 
the “infinite brain” is inclos’d” “into a narrow circle.” Unlike the residents of “London,” 
Oothoon also struggles against the “mind-forg’d manacles” (Songs of Experience, 1794). 
In contrast, Theotormon persists in closing himself off; the fact that he recognizes no 
                                                
45 I would like to thank Charles Rzepka for discussing this passage with me and for guiding my 
reading of Oothoon as undergoing a radical transformation from a state of internalized sexual oppression to 
a figure of prophetic and visionary power.  
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difference between “night and morn” hints at his failure of perception, which will also 
prevent him from recognizing Oothoon as someone who remains in the sun even though 
she has survived “the night” that tried to enclose her “in its deadly black.”  
The major turning point for Oothoon’s perspective occurs when she addresses 
Urizen, “Creator of men,” who have been formed in Urizen’s own image (8/5: 3-4). 
Oothoon questions a creator who would endow men with such painfully oppressive 
expectations for sexuality. Railing against the oppression of women within marriage, 
Oothoon exclaims, “Till she who burns with youth, and knows no fixed lot; is bound / In 
spells of law to one she loaths; and must drag the chain / Of life, in weary lust!” (8/5: 21-
23). Once she has recognized Urizen as the source of the restrictions on human sexual 
expression, and the pervasive attempts through marriage and expectations of feminine 
chastity to control and subjugate women’s sexuality in particular, Ooothoon finally 
breaks free from the image of herself as sexually defiled and therefore worthless.  
It is at this crucial moment that Oothoon identifies fancy, with all its associations 
with femininity, vision, pleasure, and sensuality, as a central part of her character. She 
says that she is 
   … a virgin fill’d with virgin fancies 
Open to joy and to delight where ever beauty appears 
If in the morning sun I find it: there my eyes are fix’d 
In happy copulation; if in the evening mild, wearied with work; 
Sit on a bank and draw the pleasures of this free born joy. 
(9/6: 21-10/7: 1-2) 
 
Oothoon presents herself as “fill’d with virgin fancies,” a state in which she appears 
completely receptive to the “joy” and “delight” of “beauty” “wher ever” it “appears” in 
the world. Describing her “eyes” as “fix’d / In happy copulation” Blake evokes both 
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meanings of “copulation”: first, “the act of coupling or linking two things together” and 
second, “the union of the sexes in the act of generation.”46 Thus, Oothoon describes the 
act of seeing in the language of sexual activity. In fact, throughout her speeches, she 
repeatedly represents love, sexuality, and desire in terms of seeing, viewing, and 
watching.   
When Oothoon criticizes the effects of jealousy on Theotormon, for example, she 
emphasizes the way that jealousy corrupts his visual perception:  
I cry, Love! Love! Love! happy happy Love! free as the mountain wind! 
Can that be Love, that drinks another as a sponge drinks water? 
That clouds with jealousy his nights, with weepings all the day: 
To spin a web of age around him, grey and hoary! dark! 
Till his eyes sicken at the fruit that hangs before his sight. 
Such is self-love that envies all! a creeping skeleton 
With lamplike eyes watching around the frozen marriage bed.  
(10/7: 16-22) 
 
Consumed by jealousy, Theotormon’s “eyes sicken at the fruit that hangs before his 
sight.” Again, Oothoon identifies his emotional failure as a failure of visual perception: 
he sees corruption where he should see purity. Oothoon illustrates the destructive effects 
of possessive rather than loving types of looking with the striking image of the “creeping 
skeleton / With lamplike eyes watching.”  
Unlike the jealous spouse with his policing gaze that monitors the “frozen 
marriage bed,” the ideal lover joyfully shares in a kind of voyeuristic delight with his 
partner, according to Oothoon: 
                                                
46 “copulation, n.” OED Online (Oxford University Press: June 2015). Available at 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/41293?redirectedFrom=copulation>, accessed August 19, 2015. For an 
insightful analysis of Blake’s use of the term “copulation,” see Susan Matthews, Blake, Sexuality and 
Bourgeois Politeness (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 16-28. 
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But silken nets and traps of adamant will Oothoon spread,  
And catch for thee girls of mild silver, or of furious gold; 
I’ll lie beside thee on a bank & view their wanton play 
In lovely copulation bliss on bliss with Theotormon; 
Red as the rosy morning, lustful as the first born beam, 
Oothoon shall view his dear delight, nor e’er with jealous cloud 
Come in the heaven of generous love; nor selfish blightings bring. 
(10/7: 23-29)  
 
For scholars interested in Blake’s portrayal of gender and sexuality, this passage is both 
crucial and controversial. Critics have debated extensively over whether Oothoon boldly 
declares her own desires, or submits to an oppressive masculine fantasy.47 Helen Bruder 
argues that this “harem fantasy marks the moment of Oothoon’s most acute apostasy,” as 
she “prepares to subject other women (some of them as ‘furious’ as she must once have 
been at such a bondage) to sex against their will. In this way she becomes the absolute 
voyeur of their humiliating suffering, as we have become voyeurs of hers.”48 Such a 
reading, however, limits voyeurism to a masculine perspective (and to a negative 
connotation), implying that a woman can never employ a sexual gaze without 
compromising her sexual integrity. Blake seems to have intentionally made the references 
to sexual pleasure in this passage ambiguous: “Red as the rosy morning, lustful” may 
refer to Oothoon. According to such a reading, Oothoon derives sexual gratification from 
viewing Theotormon’s “dear delight.” As Susan Matthews argues, by switching between 
first and third person, the lines are ambiguous about “who is watching and who is acting” 
                                                
47 Countering critics that see this exclusively as a sign of Oothoon’s internalized oppression, 
Christopher Z. Hobson argues that Oothoon’s offer “should be read dramatically, not doctrinally” and he 
suggests that it offers the possibility for “sexual gratification other than through heterosexual intercourse,” 
indicating Blake’s “approval of perverse sexuality” that “opens up other forms of perversion for 
examination” in Blake and Homosexuality (New York: Palgrave, 2000), 29-36. 
48 Helen P. Bruder, William Blake and the Daughters of Albion (New York: St. Martin’s, 1997), 
82. 
  
219 
and it is unclear whether Oothoon refers to Theotormon’s pleasure of her own. “This 
failure of definition,” Matthews contends, “creates a scene in which the looker responds 
in the same way as the doer; it is impossible to distinguish between active and passive in 
this scene imagined by Oothoon.”49 Such a blurring of “looker” and “doer” supports a 
reading of Oothoon as a figure of visionary fancy, in which seeing indicates not a 
position of weakness but instead an act of power and agency.  
As a female figure who demonstrates both a powerful fancy and an unbridled 
sensuality, Oothoon bears some similarities to Pope’s Eloisa. Oothoon presents herself as 
“a virgin fill’d with virgin fancies.” While Eloisa is confined to the convent, an 
environment in which she is expected to renounce her desire, Oothoon is confined in a 
cave, a captivity in which she is trapped with two men who both see her as irredeemable. 
Both women are subjected to patriarchal structures that they recognize as oppressive. 
Both women fight against being victimized by giving voice to their desires and fantasies. 
Blake’s own illustration of Pope, situated between Eloisa and the Unfortunate Lady, as he 
gazes off in creative contemplation, reveals Blake’s understanding of how the male poet 
may represent some part of his own poetic power within these female figures (see figure 
4.2). Ronald Paulson has traced a “countertradition” in English aesthetics through the 
work of the engraver William Hogarth. Hogarth emphasizes “the connection between 
eroticism and aesthetics,” according to Paulson, and places the sexualized female figure 
                                                
49 Susan Matthews, Blake, Sexuality and Bourgeois Politeness (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), 18. 
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at the heart of his philosophy.50 Similarly, for Pope and Blake, the female figures who 
encapsulate the poetic power of fancy simultaneously emanate sexual desire.  
 
Conclusion: “Fancy-work” and the Feminization of Amateur Art  
 According to much influential criticism, while eighteenth-century poetry is 
imagined as a pictorial production, Romantic poetry discredits such a reliance on visual 
imagery. M. H. Abrams traced a shift from the neoclassical idea of art as an imitative 
mirror to the Romantic ideal of art as a lamp from which the poet’s mind shines out onto 
the world.51 Romantic writers, according to W. J. T. Mitchell, “typically assimilate 
mental, verbal, and even pictorial imagery into the mysterious process of ‘imagination,’ 
which is typically defined in contrast to the ‘mere’ recall of mental pictures, the ‘mere’ 
description of external scenes, and (in painting) the ‘mere’ depiction of external visibilia, 
as opposed to the spirit, feeling, or ‘poetry’ of a scene.”52 This anti-pictorialism is 
certainly evident in such texts as A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of 
the Sublime and Beautiful (1757). Edmund Burke devotes a section of this treatise to 
“Examples that WORDS may affect without raising IMAGES” (Part 5, section 5). 
“Indeed so little does poetry depend for its effect on the power of raising sensible 
                                                
50 Ronald Paulson, The Beautiful, Novel, and Strange: Aesthetics and Heterodoxy (John Hopkins 
University Press, 1995), 30. 
51 M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1953).  
52 W. J. T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1986), 24. 
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images,” according to Burke, that “it would lose a very considerable part of its energy, if 
this were the necessary result of all description.”53 
Reflecting this turn against imagery, by the end of the eighteenth century the 
power of fancy, portrayed by so many of the major pictorial poets, had diminished. The 
qualities that had granted it visionary power for poets, namely, its association with 
femininity and visual art, became the same traits that led some early-nineteenth century 
writers to deprecate it. As a term, fancy became associated with amateur art crafted by 
women, in contrast to “genius”—professional art practiced by men and theorized by 
figures like William Hazlitt and Benjamin Haydon.54 Art supply stores, such as S. & J. 
Fuller’s Temple of Fancy, provided “art manuals and supplies” and “cultivated a middle-
class and largely female clientele.”55 A form of scrapbooking that was extremely popular 
with women was known as “fancy-work.” “Fancy work,” according to Ann Bermingham, 
“was the term used by stationers and art suppliers for the production of decorative objects 
made of pasteboard and ornamented with paper and paint” (145). 
By the end of the century fancy had become commercialized, and the word itself 
most commonly invoked to describe the decorative productions of women. As Julie 
Ellison explains, during the Romantic period “the fancy as a kind of imagination was . . . 
regarded as feminine—a category variously including the attributes of domesticity, 
                                                
53 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful (1757), ed. Adam Phillips (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 155.  
54 See Chapter Four, “Articles Fanciful, Useful, and Neat”: The Business of Amateur Art,” in Ann 
Bermingham, Learning to Draw: Studies in the Cultural History of a Polite and Useful Art (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2000). 
55 Ann Bermingham, Learning to Draw, xiii. 
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diminutiveness, youth or immaturity, decoration, charm, and sentimentality.”56 In his 
Preface to the Poems of 1815, William Wordsworth dedicates significant effort to 
differentiating fancy from imagination.57 Hearkening back to Locke’s account, 
Wordsworth presents Fancy as “capricious” while “she scatters her thoughts and images.” 
Personified, she seeks to beguile the poet—“If she can win you over to her purpose, and 
impart to you her feelings, she cares not how unstable or transitory may be her 
influence.” In contrast, “the Imagination is conscious of an indestructible dominion; — 
the Soul may fall away from it, not being able to sustain its grandeur; but, if once felt and 
acknowledged, by no act of any other faculty of the mind can it be relaxed, impaired, or 
diminished.” While the imagination appears enduring, vigorous, and sublime in its state 
of “grandeur,” the fancy is rendered fleeting, manipulative, and beautiful but illusory. 
“Fancy is given to quicken and to beguile the temporal part of our nature,” Wordsworth 
continues, “Imagination to incite and to support the eternal.” Despite her ambitious “aims 
at rivalship” with Imagination, Fancy appears incontrovertibly inferior.58  
Despite this disapproval of visual imagery in general and fancy in particular by 
canonical poets (like Wordsworth and Coleridge), as traced by major critics (like Abrams 
and Mitchell), a rebellious strain remains within Romanticism, one that exalts a poetics of 
                                                
56 Julie Ellison, “ ‘Nice Arts’ and ‘Potent Enginery’: The Gendered Economy of Wordsworth’s 
Fancy,” The Centennial Review 33.4 (1989): 441-67; quotation is on 442. 
57 William Wordsworth, Preface to the Edition of 1815, William Wordsworth: Selected Poems and 
Prefaces, ed. Jack Stillinger (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965), 488-489. 
58 Ellison traces how fancy comes to be associated with femininity within the context of the rise of 
a manufacturing economy; “in Wordsworth’s poems,” Ellison explains, “fancy inhabits both the factory 
and the home. It adapts both to an anxious sense of economic acceleration and to the household arts of 
women who heal those suffering from excessive stimuli. By the time Wordsworth is thinking seriously 
about fancy, it was well established as an inferior but therapeutic faculty or mental genre”; see “The 
Gendered Economy of Wordsworth’s Fancy,” 447. 
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fancy. Jeffrey Robinson has argued compellingly that, counter to traditional 
understandings, “a poetics of the Fancy defines the poetics of Romanticism in its most 
spirited, exploratory, and experimental aspect.”59 As this chapter has shown, the pictorial 
poetry of both Charlotte Smith and William Blake speaks to a poetics of fancy that 
emerges from the eighteenth century. Although Coleridge’s Geraldine and Keats’s Lamia 
are more predatory than the figures of Pope’s Eloisa or Blake’s Oothoon, they too 
compellingly merge the power of vision with exuberant female sexuality.   
Rather than drawing an end to fancy at the end of the eighteenth century, then, we 
can instead begin to see how it continues to transform itself and reappear within the 
Romantic period. In “To fancy” in her Poems of 1808, Felicia Hemans still addresses 
Fancy as “thou visionary Queen” and “thou visionary maid” (19, cf Pope, l. 192). 
Hemans’s speaker tells Fancy, “I court the dreams that banish care, / And hail thy palace 
of the air” (5-6). Even into the nineteenth century, then, the dreamlike qualities seen in 
Jonson’s Fant’sy and the power of Pope’s “visionary maid” Eloisa, remain as elements of 
creativity for poets. A print called “The Power of Fancy in Dreams” (1803), copying a 
drawing of Henry Fuseli, illustrates the perseverance of this dynamic (figure 4.3). In the 
bottom left corner, we see a woman who has fallen asleep while reading; directly above 
her, her Fancy outstretches her arms and looks up to the woman’s fantasy of herself. This 
woman’s self-image, wearing the same dress as the slumbering figure, fills the page. 
Much larger than the other figures, the woman’s self-image, constructed through the 
                                                
59 Jeffrey Robinson, Unfettering Poetry, 21.  
  
224 
fancy, exudes confidence, grace, and power. Operating through dreams, visions, and 
desires, fancy remains a compelling figure who merges creativity with femininity.  
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Figure 4.1 “Her pencil sickening fancy throws away” in Charlotte Smith, Elegiac 
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Figure 4.2 William Blake, Alexander Pope, between figures of the Unfortunate Lady and 
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